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About the book 


She's a corporate lawyer; he's a carefree bodyguard. When their worlds 
collide, sparks fly in 'About That One Night'—a romantic comedy about 
opposites attracting in the most delightful way. 


Life doesn't always go as planned, but sometimes, that's where the 
magic happens. 


Enter me: Zoe Harper. 


Let me tell you, life has a funny way of flipping you upside down 
when you least expect it. 


Case in point: I’m currently packing up my life into cardboard boxes 
after leaving my long-term, commitment-phobic ex-boyfriend. 


Just when I think things can’t get worse, I find myself at a destination 
wedding with a grumpy but ridiculously handsome bodyguard, 
Maximillian McCallister. 


Max and I have always been frenemies: he’s annoyingly charming, and 
I’m just trying to figure out my next move without losing my mind. 


But one night, fueled by tequila and maybe a little bit of spite, we end 
up having the most incredible one-night stand. It changes everything. 


Now I’m back in Boston, trying to figure out my new life with my 
meddling family, my stressful career, and stupidly hot Max popping 
up everywhere I go. 


He’s infuriatingly perfect, and did I mention he’s my brother-in-law’s 
best friend? Yeah, it’s complicated. Even before factoring in the 
positive pregnancy test that flips my world upside down. 
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To all the single people who have survived awkward weddings, bad 
breakups, and the horrors of moving back in with your parents. This one's 
for you. May your life be filled with tequila, tacos, and just the right 
amount of chaos. Cheers to finding love (or at least someone who won't 
judge your Netflix or Max choices). 


“In the end, we only regret the chances we didn't take." 


—Lewis Carroll 


Chapter One 


AND JUST LIKE T} 
half-hearted pep 
only thing that doe 

While packi the edge of a framed photo. 
Suddenly, I’m tra abo. The phantom warmth of the 
sun kisses my skin, 2 h Aepost feel Tom’s arm around my waist. 
We're grinning at the camera, blissfully unaware that our happiness 
came with an expiration date. 

It feels like a lifetime ago. With a sigh that seems to come from my 
very bones, I wrap the frame in an old newspaper and gently place it 
in the box labeled “Memories” in my loopy handwriting. Then I pause, 
gnawing on my lower lip. Is it even worth saving? 

Maybe I should just remove our picture and donate the frame. It’s 
a cute ornament... I think. Then again, I could be completely wrong. 
If there’s something I’ve learned in the past couple of weeks, it’s that 
my judgment is about as reliable as a chocolate teapot. 

There’s a huge difference between what I believe and what is real. 

I believed Tom and I were heading to a happily ever after. 

Reality check: here I am, packing my life into boxes and preparing 
for a glamorous new chapter on my parents’ lumpy futon. If only I 
could kick out the people who are currently renting my brownstone. 

“Look at the silver lining, Zoe. This is only temporary,” I remind 
myself, eyeing the mountain of boxes. “Nine months, and you'll be 
back in your cozy and beautiful brownstone. Assuming the renters 
don’t turn it into a frat house.” 

At least I didn’t do something as stupid as selling my place when I 
agreed to move in with Tom. It made more sense to treat it like an 
investment property to lease and manage. Now, I can just wait for it to 
be available and... then what? 

I don’t have a plan or a goal anymore. Ugh, this situation can’t get 
more pathetic. Can it? 

“Tt could, so don’t jinx it, Zoe Isabella Harper. Get it together,” I 


it, my emotional baggage is the 
wrap. 


mutter, blowing a strand of hair out of my face with an exasperated 
puff. “This is just a moment that’ll be over soon. It might look scary, 
but there are new possibilities out there and opportunities to reinvent 
yourself.” 

I nod, this is right. ’'m doing the right thing. Probably. 

My fingers linger on the cardboard flap, a mix of nostalgia and 
nerves swirling in my stomach. This marks the end of an era. An era I 
thought would end up different. I don’t even know if I should keep the 
souvenirs. This reminds me of the whole, “been there, done that, and 
got the t-shirt” bit but do I really need to bring all this stuff with me? 

Who keeps a box of relationship mementos anyway? Nobody, 
that’s who. I should just toss everything away. But what if I save it to 
destroy in a rage? Isn’t that what exes are supposed to do? 
Dramatically burn all the leftover crap in trash cans? 

I snort at the mental image of myself in my parents’ living room, 
sipping a pineapple mojito and watching everything turn to ashes. 
Until, of course, the ceiling catches fire and I’m royally screwed. 
“Yeah,” I mumble, “because nothing says, ‘I’m totally over you’ like 
arson charges,” I mutter. 

My eyes drift to the pile of boxes mocking me from the corner, 
their cardboard faces mocking me from the corner. “Right. Packing,” I 
mutter, sagging as I realize it’s yet another evening wasted on this 
task. 

Grabbing another box, I plaster on a smile that wouldn’t fool 
anyone. “Living the dream. Thirty-two, single, and moving back in 
with the ’rents. Take that, high school guidance counselor.” 

As I fold what feels like my millionth sweater (seriously, when did 
I become a knitwear hoarder?) 

I search for the bottle of tequila I’ve been downing for the past 
couple of hours. That’s when my traitorous mind wanders to Tom. Is 
he drowning his sorrows in cheap beer wherever he’s at? Or is he 
already swiping right on some cute, young and fun yoga instructor 
who’s totally cool with his commitment-phobic ways? 

“Stop it,” I hiss, shaking my head like an Etch A Sketch trying to 
erase unwanted thoughts. 

It doesn’t matter. We want different things. He wants adventure, 
spontaneity, and the chance to chase his dreams before settling down. 
I want... 

“To fall in love. Start a family,” I whisper to the empty room. “And 
a dog or a cat or... some pet,” I add, almost as an afterthought. 

My lip trembles traitorously, and I blink back tears, and I’m not 
sure what hurts more: that I spent years thinking I had it all or that I 
have to start all over. Either way, this is for the best. It has to be. 

I square my shoulders and reach for another box, determined to 


pack away more than just my belongings. With each item I wrap and 
store, I’m boxing up a piece of my old life, making room for whatever 
comes next—even if that “next” is currently a mystery wrapped in a 
bottle of tequila and some hopes and dreams. 

The apartment feels different now, as if it’s holding its breath. 
Every corner holds a ghost of what used to be—the old couch where 
we'd binge-watch terrible reality TV, the kitchen where I tried to 
teach Tom how to cook anything more complicated than toast. 

“At least I won’t be here when he burns down the kitchen,” I 
mutter, reluctantly smiling as I try to find a silver lining. 

My gaze lands on the corkboard by the door, a collage of our 
adventures. Paris, Rome, that “romantic” camping trip where we got 
chased by a bear (Okay, it might’ve been a raccoon, but it was dark 
and terrifying, alright?). And maybe we didn’t camp, it was more like 
glamping but I never corrected him. 

Yeah, Tom liked to pretend to live an adventure, but had a low 
tolerance for inconvenience. He constantly stretches his stories to 
make him look cooler than he is. 

I reach out to touch a faded movie ticket, remembering our first 
date. “You just had to be so charming, didn’t you, Tom?” I say to the 
empty room, my voice echoing slightly. “Couldn’t have been a jerk 
upfront and made this easier?” 

The silence that follows is deafening. No laugh, no footsteps down 
the hall. Just me and Mount Cardboard, trying to Tetris three years of 
my life into neat little boxes. 

My hand brushes against something soft, and I pull out Tom’s old 
university sweatshirt from a nearby box. I can’t help but bring it to my 
nose, inhaling deeply. It still smells like him—a mix of cologne and 
that weird pine-scented deodorant he insists on using even when I tell 
him he smells like a cleaning product at times and not Christmas 
cheer. 

“Get it together, Zoe,” I scold myself, tossing the sweatshirt aside 
with more force than necessary. “You’re the one who wanted this, 
remember?” 

But did I really? At the time, I had no idea I was going to be 
evicted and had to pack everything within a week. If I knew then 
what I know now. . . I would’ve packed slowly and broken up with 
Tom when I was ready. 

I can’t believe he really said, “well, I think you need to move out 
soon if this is over.” Just move, after all these years together? Sure, I 
brought up the whole “where is this going” conversation after my 
baby sister got engaged and married to a guy she’d known for 
approximately five minutes. He was supporting her life’s dream. They 
were moving in together, tossing around “I love yous” like confetti 


and organizing a huge wedding. Me .. . Well, I realized that after all 
these years living with Tom, he and I had never said those three words 
or planned more than trips together. 

So yeah, I was the one who grasped there was a problem. I tried to 
fix it, but after a long conversation, we concluded that we wanted 
different things. It was an amicable breakup. He’ll stay at his place, 
and I have to start anew. 

But was this a smart move, Zoe? 

“Tt’s the right thing to do,” I say out loud. “You want a family and 
someone who cares for you. A man who won’t judge me for ugly 
crying into a tub of ice cream at two in the morning after watching a 
sad movie or reading a book. 

“Someone who loves you as much as you love him. Tom wants to 
backpack across Europe and ‘find himself.’ If he hasn’t done that at 
forty . . . Well, there’s not much we can do together. It’s better to end 
it now.” 

I sink back down onto the floor, surrounded by the remnants of the 
life I thought I’d have. Mrs. Tom Peterson. Mother of two-point-five 
children and owner of a golden retriever named Buddy. It all seemed 
so clear, so certain. 

Now? Now I’m just Zoe. Single. Recently evicted. And completely, 
utterly lost. 

I dive back into packing with the enthusiasm of a sloth on Valium. 
Grabbing a handful of socks, I attempt to basket toss them into an 
open box across the room. The socks sail through the air with all the 
grace of a drunken elephant, bouncing off the edge and rolling under 
the bed. 

“And that, ladies and gentlemen, is why I never made the 
basketball team,” I announce to cardboard boxes, taking an 
exaggerated bow. “Thank you, thank you. I’ll be here all week. Or 
Friday, whichever comes first.” 

I crawl under the bed to retrieve the escaped socks, emerging with 
not only my target but also a layer of dust bunnies that could probably 
qualify as their own ecosystem. “Huh,” I mutter, blowing a dusty 
strand of hair from my face. “This is exactly what happened with Tom 
and me. We just stayed where we were, gathering dust. Not 
comfortable, just . . . compliant. Like human-shaped dust bunnies 
afraid of the vacuum cleaner of change.” 

By the time I reach my bookshelf, ’ve morphed into a one-woman 
comedy show. I pull out a familiar self-help book. “(How to Win 
Friends and Influence People,” I read aloud, snorting. “Clearly, that 
one worked wonders.” My eyes land on another title. “Oh, look, ‘He’s 
Just Not That into You.’ Wow, past Zoe, way to foreshadow.” 

And I can attest that the book is more accurate than the movie. In 


the movie, Jennifer Aniston broke up with Ben Affleck because he 
didn’t want commitment and he came back to her. Here, I’m pretty 
sure nothing will get past a goodbye and good luck with your future. 
Tom was very set on not wanting marriage or children—he even had a 
vasectomy at twenty-eight and never told me. 

“Seriously, what was I doing here? Just passing time, and saving 
money on stamps and rent, Zoe,” I tell myself, laughing so hard I’m 
practically wheezing, tears streaming down my face. It’s not really 
funny—none of this is—but somehow, the absurdity of it all, of my 
life falling apart while I narrate it like a bad sitcom, strikes me as 
hilarious. 

“God, I’m a mess,” I gasp between giggles, wiping my eyes. But for 
the first time since this whole breakup started, the laughter feels 
genuine. Maybe I am a mess, but at least I’m a mess who can laugh at 
herself and is willing to start a new chapter. And right now, that feels 
like a great start. 

I flop onto the bed, surrounded by the wreckage of my relationship 
and my failed attempt at sock basketball. “Now what?” I ask the 
ceiling. As if on cue, my phone buzzes. It’s a text from Lily, my little 
sister. 

Emergency margarita night? I’ll bring the tequila, you bring the drama. 
We can toast to new beginnings . . . or plot elaborate revenge schemes— 
remember, my husband has plenty of resources and a license to kill (wink 
emoji). Your choice. 

I grin, feeling a tiny spark of hope ignite. Maybe this next chapter 
won’t be a total dumpster fire after all. “Alright, universe,” I declare, 
hauling myself up. “Hit me with your best shot. I’m ready for my 
comeback.” 


Chapter Two 


—atoximillian 


dding-planning-induced insanity?” I 
s down my throat. The amber 
against the madness Liam’s 


“DID you know 
mutter, savorin 
liquid warms 
describing. 

It’s supposed which doesn’t happen often since 
two out of the fo cted from our lifestyle. Liam got 
engaged to my little sister Ethan got married. Along with them 
and Caleb, we have been inseparable for as long as I can remember. 
Neighbors, best friends . . . even brothers-in-arms. Well, that’s just Cal, 
Ethan, and me who, at eighteen, enlisted together, went through the 
grueling training, and became SEALs. 

Liam went as far as moving to San Diego and chose a different 
path. He’s our business guy. Once we retired, we set up a high 
intelligence security company. We obviously have a different dynamic 
now, but are still best friends. Usually, when Liam and Caleb are in 
town, we come to the bar to hang out and have fun. Today, even my 
brother Jacob joined us since Mom made him come to visit. 

Before when we got together, we really partied. Now it’s so 
different. My soon-to-be brother-in-law is in the middle of another tale 
about the joys of wedding planning. His usually cheerful demeanor is 
pinched as he recounts how our mothers are driving him to the brink 
of madness, and my little sister is contemplating a name change and 
international relocation to escape their combined enthusiasm—or 
what I like to call madness. 

“And it’s not even the wedding. That’s just the friends and family 
celebration for those who won’t join us in Fiji for the ceremony,” Liam 
grunts, running a hand through his disheveled hair. 

In my personal opinion, he should elope. There’s no way he can 
keep his mom, my mom, and his bride happy. But I’ll just keep my 
mouth shut, smile and support him with whatever he needs. That’s 
what friends are for, right? Unless my sister asks for that new name 
and transportation to another country—Ill get her out and keep him 


away if that’s what she wishes. After all, she’s my little sister and I 
would do anything for her. 

Ethan leans forward. “Is your grandmother going to Fiji?” he asks 
before taking a sip of his beer. 

“Yeah, she’s in remission, thank fuck.” Liam’s shoulders sag with 
visible relief. “Now I just have to make sure my bride doesn’t run 
away,” he adds with a wry chuckle. 

“Sounds like pure bliss, man. Arguing over centerpieces and 
appetizers, what more could a guy ask for?” 

“Mostly ’m hoping that your dad doesn’t hire a hit man to finish 
me,” he half-jokes. 

Dad isn’t happy that his little girl is about to get married, but I 
don’t think it’s as bad as Lee claims. If anything, we all agree that 
Liam is a great person and can’t think of anyone better for her. 

“Let’s just hope I survive the wedding and Audrey’s big family,” 
Liam says overwhelmed. 

I slap him on the back playfully, perhaps a bit harder than 
necessary. “Welcome to the McCallister family—we’re a fucking 
mess.” 

Liam glares at me. “Your sister is amazing and perfect, the rest of 
you...” he sighs. “I’ll deal with the rest of you because I adore my 
woman.” 

“T wouldn’t do all that shit for anyone. Never,” I assure him. 

Ethan pipes up from across the table. “Just wait ’til it’s your turn, 
Max. We’ll see who’s laughing then.” 

Liam nods, a knowing smirk playing on his lips. “Yep, because 
your mother will be ready with all those color swatches, flowers, and 
cake samples before a girl agrees to go out on a first date with you.” 

I fake a violent shiver. “Fat chance.” I drain the rest of my drink 
and slam the empty glass down with unnecessary force. “This train is 
running express to Bachelor Town. No stops for rings or joint checking 
accounts.” 

Liam shakes his head, an amused grin spreading across his face. 
“Keep telling yourself that, bud. Sooner or later, the right girl’s gonna 
derail those grand plans of yours.” 

I signal the bartender for another round, my throat suddenly dry. 
The idea of settling down, of being tied to one person forever? It’s 
about as appealing as a root canal. Who wants to give up their 
freedom, their independence? 

Not this guy. 

Once I tried to go steady, but it wasn’t worth the hassle. She ended 
up running away with her coach, or was it a co-worker? I don’t 
remember much about my situation with Angela . . . or was it 
Angelina? She wasn’t exactly my girlfriend, but we were together for 


some time. It was long ago, and I swear I wouldn’t repeat that mistake 
—ever. 

I’ve seen too many of my friends trade in their lifestyles for . . 
what? Matching towels and a house in the ‘burbs? It’s like they’ve 
been body-snatched, replaced by some alternate-universe version of 
themselves. A version that thinks couples’ yoga on a Saturday morning 
is an acceptable substitute for nursing a hangover and watching 
college football. 

Personally, Pll stick to my life, my whiskey, and the revolving door 
of one-night stands. It’s worked out pretty well for me so far. 

I raise my fresh drink in a mock toast, ignoring the tiny voice in 
the back of my mind wondering if I’m missing out on something. “To 
the death of your social lives, boys. It’s been a good run.” 

Ethan rolls his eyes, but there’s no heat behind it. His expression 
softens, and he leans forward, elbows on the table. “Mock all you 
want, Max, but loving someone—having that person who sees the best 
and worst of you and chooses you every single day—is amazing.” 

“Hear, hear,” Liam lifts his glass in a toast, his eyes twinkling with 
amusement. “To the dreamers and the fools. May we all find our 
person, or at least have fun trying.” He clinks his glass against Ethan’s. 

I scoff, taking a swig of my whiskey. The burn in my throat 
matches the defensive fire in my chest. “I’m not built for the whole ’til 
death do us part’ thing, but I’ll have fun trying.” I pause, glancing at 
the blonde walking by our table. “Lots of fun.” 

Caleb, who’s been quietly nursing his beer, pipes up. His eyes are 
distant, haunted. “I agree, getting married sucks.” 

We all go silent because his marriage is like the big gorilla in the 
room. Though, we don’t know his story well enough—married young 
to the girl he met at eighteen, only for it all to fall apart. Sometimes 
when he’s drunk, he talks about how he feels sorry she left. Other 
times, he hints that maybe it was him who had pushed her away. He’s 
never shared the full truth, but the weight of it hangs heavy in the air 
whenever it comes up. I can’t help but wonder if there’s more to love 
than either of us has figured out yet. 

“The great thing about having a little sister getting married is that 
we don’t need to worry about finding ‘the one’ and being happy.” 
Jacob, my younger brother, shoots me a knowing look, his lips 
quirked in a half-smile. “Mom’s getting her wedding and someday, 
she'll get the grandkids.” 

“Exactly,” I agree, perhaps a bit too quickly. 

“Great, ’m going to have to drag my wife’s spinster brothers 
around for the rest of their natural lives,” Liam jokes, rolling his eyes 
dramatically. 

“We'll be happy old maids and ask you to take us to all the places,” 


Jacob threatens him. 

“You jest, but it’s true. You have to invite them everywhere— 
because they’re alone.” Ethan presses his lips and sighs, his shoulders 
slumping slightly. 

“What, are you in charge of Cleo now?” I joke, trying to lighten the 
mood. 

Cleo, Lily’s older sister, was engaged to Dominic, Ethan’s older 
brother until she realized the guy is an asshole and left him. At least, 
that’s how she tells the story. 

He shrugs, a rueful smile playing on his lips. “Not sure, but ever 
since Zoe broke up with Tom ‘the Tool’, she has been visiting us 
almost every day. I don’t mind, but sometimes I want to get home and 
fuck my bride, but the sister is there.” He groans. 

“She’ going to be a bridesmaid in our wedding,” Liam adds. 

I feel my jaw tighten at the mention of her name. Zoe. The one 
woman who has managed to get under my skin and challenge me in 
ways no one else has since we met. I had to prove to her that my 
company wasn’t just some cockamamie scam. She is so good at 
litigating that at some point I was wondering if what we’re doing was 
legit. 

“Why would she be going to your wedding? No offense, but isn’t it 
just for close friends?” 

“She is,” Liam corrects me. “Why do you think I came to Boston— 
other than to check on my father’s bookstore? Aud, Lil, and Zo are 
having a girls’ weekend.” 

I frown. I thought my sister had come to discuss some of the 
wedding details with Mom and Mrs. Cohen, or maybe . . . Okay, I 
really didn’t pay much attention when I went to visit my parents 
earlier in the week. The moment Mom says wedding I tune her out 
because it can get too exhausting. All I heard was that Liam and 
Audrey were coming to town over the weekend, and I organized a few 
things for us, like going skydiving and then sailing tomorrow. 

“Isn’t Zoe the hottie you had a crush on while Ethan was on his 
road trip?” Caleb arches an eyebrow, looking at me suspiciously. 

“A crush?” I sputter, feeling heat creep up my neck. My fingers 
tighten around my glass. 

“Yeah, you were texting all times of the day with her,” Cal insists, 
a knowing grin spreading across his face. “She even came to the office 
to make sure that we were real, and I offered her a job—she’s great at 
interrogation. This guy was almost peeing his pants while she was 
prodding him for information.” 

“Why didn’t I know about that?” Ethan narrows his gaze. 

“He’s making shit up,” I say reassuringly, because if there’s 
something I learned during training is not to give up my secrets. 


“You’re aware that we worked together while you were trying to make 
things happen for Lily.” 

Ethan smiles like an idiot and nods, as if that makes total sense. In 
truth, Zoe is .. . not up for discussion. 

“If I go and check on your phone records, what will I find?” Caleb 
continues, and doesn’t stop for me to say a word. “Zoe’s number and 
the hours of conversation and millions of texts. I could even retrieve 
the data and see how many heart emojis you sent.” 

He starts making kissing sounds and hugging himself. “Zoe, my 
love.” 

“We were just helping Ethan and Lily with the road trip,” I correct 
him, my voice pitched slightly higher than usual. 

Jacob scoffs. “You keep telling yourself that, big brother.” He looks 
around and smirks. “He was all in until he learned about Tom.” 

“Those are all lies,” I say weakly because maybe, maybe there was 
something happening there. 

“Zoe Harper has your balls. But sure, we’ll let you live in denial,” 
Caleb says. 

I shake my head, trying to dislodge thoughts of Zoe and her stupid, 
perfect boyfriend from my mind. My jaw clenches involuntarily. I’m 
not going to let some girl—no matter how beautiful and intriguing— 
derail my carefully cultivated bachelor lifestyle. The familiar weight 
of denial settles in my chest, heavy and uncomfortable. 

I raise my glass, forcing a grin that doesn’t quite reach my eyes. 
My voice comes out a bit too loud, too forced. “To Liam and his 
impending ball and chain. May your last few weeks of freedom be 
filled with booze and bad decisions.” 

Liam laughs and shakes his head. “The only bad decision I plan to 
make this weekend is hanging out with my loser friends.” He points at 
Caleb, Jacob, and me, his finger wagging accusingly. “The rest is 
really not my scene anymore.” 

I join in the laughter, but it feels hollow in my throat. My fingers 
tap a restless rhythm against my glass as I can’t shake the nagging 
feeling in the pit of my stomach. It’s like an itch I can’t scratch, a 
whisper that maybe, just maybe, there’s something more out there. 
Something I’m missing out on. 

I down the rest of my whiskey in one gulp, relishing the burn as it 
slides down my throat. I hope the fiery sensation will chase away 
these unwelcome thoughts. ’m Maximillian McCallister—eternal 
bachelor, married to my job and my freedom. I don’t need anything or 
anyone else. 

But even as I signal the bartender for another round, my chest feels 
oddly tight. The guys’ laughter fades into background noise as I stare 
into my empty glass, wondering why it suddenly feels like I’m trying 


to convince myself more than anyone else. Because all I want to do is 
head out and figure out what happened with Zoe. 
Did she really leave the Tool? 


Zoe: What? i Oy Ai 


Zoe: Umm.. 


Zoe: I’m fine? 


Chapter Three 


—tdcximillian 
PC po how ya doin’? 
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MaxMcAnnoying: | heard over the weekend that you broke 
up with Tommy Boy. | wanted to make sure you’re indeed 
okay. 


MaxMcAnnoying: You sure? 


Zoe: What do you need, McCallister? I’m in the middle of 


a meeting. 


MaxMcAnnoying: As | said, I’m checking on you. After a 
three-year relationship, a breakup can be pretty jarring. 
Your sister and BIL are concerned. 


Zoe: I’m busy. No time to wonder about my feelings. Can 
we do this another day? 


MaxMcAnnoying: Lunch? 


Zoe: |. Am. Busy. 


MaxMcAnnoying: Sure, but you need to eat. 


Zoe: Probably, I'll figure that out later. 


MaxMcAnnoying: Or. . . and just listen to my brilliant idea. 
What if | drop by your office with food? 


Zoe: | don’t have time to entertain your nonsense, talk to 
anyone else—or text. Bye. 


MaxMcAnnoying: Why are you lying, Zoe Isabella Harper? 
Zoe: What? 


MaxMcAnnoying: You said you're in a meeting, but you're 
not in any of the conference rooms. 


Zoe: |’m at a client’s office. 


MaxMcAnnoying: Nope, your car is still in the garage and 
according to the database, your badge is still on the 
premises. 


Zoe: Are you hacking the firm’s security server and CCTV 
again? Ugh... . You are so intrusive. | should sue you. 


MaxMcAnnoying: It’s not hacking when | own the system. 
You can’t sue me, when my job is making sure that the 
firm is safe. Obviously, I’m trying to find you before | go in. 
So, let me guess, you’re working through lunch in your 
office. 


Zoe: Does your client know you use the system for 
personal purposes? 


MaxMcAnnoying: I’m looking after their employees—still 
taking care of their interests. They’d probably appreciate 
me for that, and | might even get to charge more for this 
new service. Now, take a break and have lunch with me. 


Zoe: | have work to do. Not everyone has a job . . . what is 
it that you do again? | feel like you pretend to play with 
those screens in your office and have people running 
around while you bark nonsense. 


MaxMcAnnoying: | see, we’re hangry. 


Zoe: Don’t be condescending. | need to go. My boss is at 
the door. 


MaxMcAnnoying: Yeah, go open the door for your boss. 
(wink emoji) 


“Come on in, it’s open,” Zoe’s voice comes from the other side of the 
door. 


Slowly, I open it, grinning as if I just won something but also 
showing the bag with food. Zoe’s green eyes widen. Her light brown 
hair is tied up in a bun held by two pens. Her jacket is on the couch, 
and her blouse is open enough to show a little cleavage. Her pouty 
lips are slightly parted and even when I shouldn’t, I want to kiss them. 
She’s just too cute and tempting. 

“McCallister.” Her voice is a little severe. I’m pretty sure she’s 
about to kick me out—pretending she’s waiting for something or 
another. Her excuses worked when we first met, but after the second 
week I learned her tells and figured out when she’s avoiding me or 
just burying herself in work. 

“Who let you in?” She glances at her landline, probably wondering 
why her assistant or security didn’t warn her about my presence. 

I could remind her that I can come in and out of this building 
without being stopped because the guards downstairs report to me, 
even if they’re paid by the law firm. Or that I’m good at sneaking 
around without being detected by civilians. Of course, I choose not to 
disclose any of that. 

With a casual shrug, I let myself into her office and close the door. 
“Hello.” That’s the word you say when someone comes into your 
office. Maybe even ‘hola’ or ‘bonjour.” 

“Only when they’re expected and welcomed,” she snaps, clearly 
annoyed as she crosses her arms and glares at me. Her frustration is 
written all over her face, from the tight set of her jaw to the way she 
taps her foot impatiently. 

“T’m just as pleased to see you, Zo.” I set the thermic bag with the 
food on top of her desk. “Since I knew you wouldn’t accept my lunch 
invite, I brought lunch to you.” 

She stares at the bag. “Busy,” she mutters, her voice tight. 

“You can work while we’re eating,” I suggest, unzipping the bag 
and taking out the food. 

“What did you bring?” she asks, curiosity piqued despite herself. 

“Burrito bowls,” I offer, opening the container with guacamole and 
the tortilla chips. 

“We already had this conversation before,” she says, almost 
salivating as she looks at the food. “I can’t just eat any food. This 
would—” 

“Be okay, because I made sure it was prepared according to your 
dietary restrictions.” I pull out another container. “And I got a side of 
quinoa salad, no dressing, just the way you like it.” 

Her eyes narrow, but I can see her resolve weakening. “How did 
you know about the quinoa salad?” 

“T pay attention,” I say with a wink, pulling out utensils and 
napkins. “And for dessert, I got some fruit salad. All fresh, nothing 


processed.” 

Zoe’s lips press into a thin line, but I can see the fight leaving her. 
She looks at the containers again. “How? I mean, this looks really 
fresh. Did you spend all morning cooking?” 

Though it’d make me look good to say yes, I’m honest with her. “I 
called in some favors. Even got us a table at Liberty Wharf Lounge for 
tonight—they’ll make your favorites if you say yes.” 

She shakes her head. “Thank you, but I’m busy.” 

“You need to eat, and it’s either accepting my invitation or heading 
to your house to eat with your parents,” I say, hoping it’s an effective 
deterrent. I haven’t met them, and they don’t sound too bad, but who 
wants to have dinner with their parents every single night? Not me. I 
then pull out the thermos with lavender sage lemonade. “Here, I got 
you some fresh lemonade—just the way you like it.” 

After taking a couple of sips, she finally smiles at me—that smile 
that lights up her whole face and makes my heart do a little flip. I love 
seeing that smile more so when I know I’m responsible for it. “You 
really went all out, didn’t you?” 

“Only the best for you, Harper,” I say, setting everything up neatly 
on her desk. “Now, are you going to tell me what happened with Tom 
the Tool?” 

“Nope,” she says, shaking her head. 

“Such a shame, because if you don’t tell me, I’m not sharing my 
food,” I say playfully. 

She sighs, finally giving in. “Fine. But only because I’m starving.” 

Oh, Zoe Harper, you’re such a liar. Though, instead of getting into 
another argument I just grin, handing her a fork. “That’s the spirit. 
Let’s eat while you talk.” 

Zoe starts talking about how things began to unravel with Tom. It 
all started during Lily’s tour, which we playfully dubbed “le failed 
Vamour”—a name that made sense to us and drove Zoe crazy because 
I deliberately butchered the original French title, “Tour de l’amour 
raté.” That’s when I discovered my love for teasing her. 

We both knew Lily wasn’t going to rekindle anything with any of 
her former boyfriends. I even started a mock crime scene board right 
after Ethan and Lily embarked on their adventure. 

I took time off from my regular missions to help my friend, but 
also to keep an eye on Zoe, who didn’t trust Ethan. That’s why Zoe 
thinks all I do at work is watch monitors and bark orders. 

As Zoe continues with her tale, giving me all the details, she says, 
“Tt was during Lily’s wedding that it hit me, you know? My sister took 
a chance, and even though it didn’t go as planned, it paid off. Look at 
her. She has an amazing business doing what she loves, a guy who 
loves her and supports her unconditionally. Me... I had Tom, but all 


I felt was lonely.” 

“You never want to be with someone who makes you feel like 
you’re alone,” I say, taking a bite of quinoa salad. 

“Exactly. And honestly, I thought maybe we needed to rethink our 
relationship. Establish new parameters, take the next step.” She picks 
at her burrito bowl, her fork stabbing at the rice absently. “At least 
say ‘I love you’. . . never in all the years we had been together had we 
exchanged those words. How weird is that?” 

There are many things I could say about her relationship with 
Tom, but I don’t bother. I continue listening to the conversation they 
had and how they decided to break up. 

“He kicked you out, just like that?” I ask, my jaw clenching. The 
thought of Tom putting her out on the streets, knowing she had 
tenants in her property and she’d be practically homeless, makes my 
blood boil. I’m going to obliterate him or at least make sure he can’t 
walk for the next few months. How dare he? 

Zoe shrugs, trying to appear nonchalant, but I can see the hurt in 
her eyes. “Yeah, he did. It doesn’t matter, though. I’ll find something 
soon and leave my parents’ place.” 

I nod, the gears in my mind already turning, wondering if there’s 
any apartment available in my building. If not, I'll figure out 
something. I glance at her with concern. She looks fine now, but the 
weight of the breakup will hit her soon, and I don’t want her to be 
alone when it does. At least tonight, I’ll make sure she has a good 
meal and maybe figure out a schedule so I can keep her busy. I don’t 
want her to feel lonely anymore. 

“Tonight, we'll have dinner. We’ll enjoy the food and not think 
about him,” I suggest, offering her a chip with guacamole. “You 
deserve a break.” 

Zoe smiles again, this time a bit more genuinely, and takes the 
chip. “Rain check? I really have to finish something before tomorrow.” 

“Fine, I’ll bring the food to you again, but that’s your last excuse,” 
I say. 

This is the least I can do for my best friend. Look after his sister-in- 
law so he can enjoy his newlywed life. 


Chapter Four 
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us. The air is thick wit =daroma of gourmet dishes, jazz music, and 
the soft buzz of conversation. Crystal chandeliers cast a warm glow 
over the elegant dining room, where patrons in evening wear sip wine 
and lean in close over candlelit tables. 

Despite the crowd of people waiting, their faces a mix of 
impatience and hunger, the maitre d’ greets us with a polished smile. 
With a graceful gesture, he sweeps aside his tablet and steps out from 
behind his podium. 

“Mr. McCallister,” he says with some sort of respect—or maybe 
even fear. Then he glances at me and gives me a bright smile. “Miss 
Harper, welcome to Beacon’s Table. Your table is ready. Please, follow 
me.” 

Murmurs ripple through the waiting crowd as we pass the area. 
Max’s hand finds mine, his grip warm and secure. He leads the way, 
his confident stride and broad shoulders parting the sea of people like 
a ship’s prow through water. I follow in his wake, acutely aware of the 
eyes upon us. 

We're guided through the main dining area, where the gentle notes 
of a jazz quartet mingle with the clink of fine china and crystal. As we 
weave between tables, I catch glimpses of sumptuous dishes and hear 
snatches of animated conversation. 

Max’s hand remains firmly clasped around mine, as if he’s afraid I 
might slip away in the crowd. This place is the epitome of luxury— 
high ceilings with intricate moldings, walls adorned with tasteful art, 
and an air of exclusivity that makes me feel both thrilled and slightly 
out of place. 


We reach our table, a cozy nook by the window that offers a 
stunning view of the city lights twinkling in the distance. The table is 
set with crisp white linens, gleaming silverware, and a single purple 
rose in a slender vase. Max steps ahead, pulling out my chair with a 
flourish. 

“Madame,” he says with a playful wink, gesturing for me to sit. 

I settle into the plush seat, feeling a warmth spread through me at 
his gentlemanly gesture. As Max takes his seat across from me, his 
eyes meet mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch. 

Sure, he told me to dress fancy because he had scored us a table at 
one of the finest places in Beacon Hill, but this is just a nice dinner 
with a friend, right? 

“You look absolutely radiant tonight, Zoe,” he says softly, his gaze 
never leaving mine. 

I feel a blush creeping up my cheeks at his compliment. “So glad 
that you agreed to take the evening off from work—or your family’s 
nonsense.” Max leans in slightly, his voice low and reassuring. 

“Of course, I can’t say no to a free fancy dinner with a friend,” I 
remark, making sure I’m not misreading him or the situation. 

His eyebrow cocks in confusion, but then the maitre d’ hands us 
two menus. “Your wine list should be here shortly, but you can check 
the entrées.” He nods toward the elegantly bound leather folder. 
“Every item can be modified according to your dietary restrictions. 
The chef is ensuring there’s no cross-contamination in the kitchen, as 
per Mr. McCallister’s request.” 

I glance at Max, a wave of admiration washing over me. This level 
of consideration is something I’m not used to. With Tom, I’d always 
play it safe—grilled chicken and steamed veggies—while he indulged 
in more exciting fare. That’s been the story of my life: bland food and 
people assuming I’m just as boring. They take the whole “you are 
what you eat” thing far too seriously when it comes to me. 

But here, with Max, it’s different. He’s taken the time to ensure I 
can enjoy the meal without worry, and it touches me deeply. 

“Thank you,” I say softly, meeting his gaze. He shrugs it off as if 
it’s nothing, but the gesture means the world to me. 

“Of course, Zoe. I want you to enjoy this evening as much as I do,” 
he replies, his eyes warm and sincere. 

“You're sure I can order anything and it'll be safe?” I ask 
hesitantly. Part of me still expects the waiter to return with bad news, 
apologetically informing us that all the chef can manage is boiled 
green beans. 

Max leans in, his eyes twinkling with a mix of flirtation and 
seriousness. “One of these days, you’ll learn to trust me, sweetheart,” 
he says, his voice low and warm. 


“My questions are valid,” I argue, unable to let go of my doubts so 
easily. 

“You excel at interrogation.” He groans and rolls his eyes. “And 
yet, I hate people questioning me.” 

I shrug and smile, as if to say, ‘what can you do, it’s my nature.’ 

“Can you try to enjoy yourself?” he asks, a hint of exasperation in 
his voice. “Just for tonight?” 

“This place is incredible, but pricey,” I say, my voice sounding 
breathier than I intended. “I’m not sure if they’ll really accommodate 
me.” 

His expression softens, a determined yet loving look crossing his 
face. “They will, because you have the right to experience a great 
meal just like anyone else,” he says, reaching across the table to gently 
squeeze my hand. 

I feel a rush of warmth wash over me. “Thank you for this,” I say, 
my eyes meeting his before dropping to the menu. 

Max winks at me, a smile playing on his lips. “Just the best for 
you, Zoe. So what is it going to be?” 

As I scan the options, a dish catches my eye. “I'll have the pan- 
seared sea bass with saffron risotto and roasted asparagus.” 

“Any appetizers?” he asks and suddenly, our server appears almost 
magically at our side, presenting the drinks menu with a flourish. 
“Chef Devereaux has created a special list of wine and spirits for the 
occasion. All the wines are sulfite-free, in case our guests have any 
dietary restrictions,” he says with a professional smile. 

I appreciate the thoughtfulness as I glance at the menu, but before 
we can decide, another server arrives, setting a tray of appetizers on 
our table with practiced grace. 

He gestures to each dish in turn. “Chef Devereaux sent these 
starters. They’re on the house. We have cucumber and dill canapés, 
caprese skewers with heirloom tomatoes and fresh mozzarella, and 
tuna tartare with avocado. The wontons are gluten-free.” 

Max and I exchange appreciative glances before the waiter asks, 
“What can I get you to drink this evening?” 

“Tll have a tequila chilled, please,” I say, wondering if they can 
make a margarita that’s not too sweet and uses sugar cane in the 
simple syrup. 

Is this what it’ll be when I start dating again? I’ll have to research 
places where they can accommodate me or maybe just say no to 
dinners until I’m comfortable enough to explain that I have dietary 
restrictions. Maybe that’s why I stayed with Tom for so long. He was 
okay with me labeling my food, and we each cooked our meals 
separately unless he liked what I was preparing. Then we’d share. 

Max’s voice pulls me out of my trance when he says, “Lagavulin on 


the rocks.” 

The waiter disappears swiftly, leaving us with the tantalizing 
appetizers. 

I savor a caprese skewer. “This place is incredible. How did you 
manage to get a reservation?” 

Max chuckles, leaning back. “I have my ways. Plus, it helps to 
know people.” 

I roll my eyes but smile. “Do you set up their security and charge 
by the meal instead of the hour?” 

He laughs so loud that a nearby couple glares at us. “You’re funny, 
Harper.” 

“T can be charming when I’m not lawyering,” I agree. “Honestly, I 
appreciate this. You didn’t need to go all out. I would’ve been okay 
with a sandwich at your house.” 

“Really?” Max looks surprised. 

“Sure, it’d be an evening escaping work, and I won’t have to deal 
with Dad watching loud news, Mom complaining, and talking about it 
on the phone with my grandmother or one of her friends.” I sigh, but 
then laugh at my beloved but draining parents. 

“Sounds . . . like my family,” he says sympathetically. “I’m glad I 
get to make tonight special. You’ve had a rough time lately, and you 
deserve a break.” 

I look down at the appetizers, uncomfortable with his concern. I’m 
used to solving others’ problems, not being cared for. “Thank you, 
Max. I really appreciate it.” 

He reaches across the table, lightly touching my hand. “Anytime, 
Zoe. One of these days, I might take you home so I can prepare you a 
sandwich.” 

“Gluten-free bread,” I add as an afterthought. 

“Obviously.” He winks at me. “So, have you found an apartment 
while you wait for your brownstone?” 

“No. I...” I trail off. “It’s complicated.” 

“Looking for an apartment is complicated?” He furrows his brow, 
confused. 

“Yeah. No. It could be nine months to a year before I can move 
back in. And what if I just stay with my parents and save money for 
whatever is next?” I sigh, grabbing one of the skewers. “I have to 
admit, I’ve been feeling pretty lost. ’m not sure what I want from life 
right now.” 

Max nods, his eyes serious. “That’s normal. But you can’t let fear 
stop you from living.” 

“T am living,” I say, a little defensive. 

“Really? Because it sounds like you’ve been going from work to 
your parents,” he calls out my bullshit. 


“T go to Lily’s place,” I argue. 

“Wow, you go to your little sister’s place. You party animal, you. 
I’m... impressed.” 

I glare at him. “I don’t think I’m ready to explore anything right 
now. The unknown seems a bit . . .” I trail off, unable to finish the 
sentence. 

“Sometimes, the best experiences come from stepping into the 
unknown,” Max offers. 

Unknown? I don’t know if I have time for that. I’ve given so many 
things and people chances, and now I’m back at square one. 

“Lately . . .” I start. “I’ve been feeling stuck, like ’m just going 
through the motions. Maybe the problem wasn’t only my relationship 
with Tom.” 

He nods, his expression thoughtful. “I get that. Sometimes, you 
need to shake things up to find out what you really want.” 

His words hit me harder than I expected. “You make it sound so 
easy. Just shake things up, right? But what if I don’t know how to do 
that? What if I don’t even know what I want to shake up?” 

He leans forward, his gaze intense. “You start by trying new things. 
Stepping out of your comfort zone, even if it scares you. Especially if 
it scares you.” 

I swallow, feeling a lump form in my throat. “I’m not like that, 
Max. I can’t just dive into the unknown. I need a plan, a sense of 
direction.” 

He smiles gently, reaching across the table to take my hand. “You 
don’t have to have it all figured out, Zoe. Sometimes, the best things 
in life come when you least expect them. You just have to be open to 
the possibility—like Lily did when she went backpacking looking for 
herself.” 

“Um, she wasn’t backpacking, and it was more like .. .” I trail off 
again, suddenly grasping what he’s saying. She stepped out of her 
comfort zone to search for the one thing she wanted. 

But what do I want? 

I think for a moment, letting his words sink in. “Travel to places 
that are... different. Not your typical Paris, Rome, and touristy spots. 
Or maybe go there but really see the country from the locals’ 
perspective. Just have dinner with a stranger because it feels right or . 
. .1 don’t know, be a lot more carefree.” 

Max nods thoughtfully. “That sounds amazing. And you know, you 
don’t have to make all these changes alone. We could do this 
together.” 

I blink, surprised. “Together? You mean, like travel buddies? Life 
explorers? You know what you want from life, why join me?” 

“Yeah, but I do like a good adventure,” he says, leaning back with 


a grin. “Plus, not sure if you’ve noticed, but my best friends are in a 
weird place in their lives.” 

“Weird?” 

“In love, married—organizing weddings.” He lets out a loud groan. 
“Everything that’s boring.” 

“What about Caleb?” 

He shrugs. “The guy lives between San Diego and here, it’s hard to 
know if we’ll do something over the weekend or not. With you, Ill 
know there’ll be a plan to be carefree.” 

I laugh at the contradiction. He doesn’t believe I can do things 
without a schedule. I can show him it’s possible—even if it scares me. 

“What if we just take it day by day, no pressure, no expectations?” 
he offers, as if he’s negotiating and about to lose some kind of deal. 
“We'll see where things go.” 

“Are you offering me a friendship, McCallister?” I ask, raising an 
eyebrow. 

“Yeah, we'll be friends who explore some of that carefree living 
you're talking about.” 

I stare at him, processing his suggestion. It’s not what I expected, 
but there’s something oddly appealing about it. 

That sounds like something I can get on board with. It’s simple. 
There are perks to having a friend outside of work—don’t have any of 
those—or my sister. I take a deep breath, feeling a strange mix of 
excitement and nervousness. “That might be exactly what I need right 
now.” 


Chapter Five 
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Zoe: Whatate you trying to say, Maximillian? I’m in the 

middle of a meeting—this time . . . It. Is. True. 


MaxMc: Hello to 


MaxMc: Yeah, | can see your bored face from the camera. 
Zoe: Ugh. . . are you seriously watching? 
MaxMc: Only because you said you were in a meeting. 


Zoe: One of these days you’re going to have to trust me 
when | tell you that I’m busy. 


MaxMc: Yeah, nope. You make up shit way too often to 
avoid me. So stop deflecting and tell me if you want to go. 


Zoe: | haven’t made up anything lately. You dragged me 
to a basketball game, which as | pointed out, we could’ve 
watched comfortably at a sports bar. 
MaxMc: This is why you need me. Someone needs to 
teach you where and how to have fun. Now, let’s discuss 
paddleboarding—we could always go tubing instead. 
Zoe: What’s next? Skinny dipping in a lake? 


MaxMc: You’ve never gone skinny dipping? 


Zoe: No, that’s what swimming suits are for—to avoid 
yucky water getting . . . everywhere. 


MaxMc: I’m not sure what’s more ridiculous, the fact that 
you think the water will get in your little pussy or you 
calling the lake water yucky. 

Zoe: Do you have to be crass? 


MaxMc: Crass would be calling it cunt, | didn’t. What do 
you want me to call it? 


Zoe: I'M IN A MEETING. 
MaxMc: It’s a question, don’t shout at me. 
Zoe: Vagina. It’s called vagina. 


MaxMc: That’s boring and. . . is that what Tom called it 
when he licked your pussy? Can | taste your vagina? 


Zoe: I’m going to die of embarrassment. 


MaxMc: Why? As your friend, I’m trying to figure out why 
you're cringing every time you read my texts. 


Zoe: Meeting. 


MaxMc: I'll record it if you want so you don’t miss 
anything. 


Zoe: Can you record meetings? 


MaxMc: Yep. | can do a lot of things, including eating your 
pussy. | bet you’re tasty. 


Zoe: STOP. 
MaxMc: | like it when you blush. 

Zoe: You're a terrible friend. 
MaxMc: Why? 


Zoe: This isn’t the kind of conversation friends have with 
each other. 


MaxMc: Yes, | can tell you how | like to have my cock 
sucked—and my fucking amazing mouth. It does wonders. 


Zoe: Turning off the phone—now. 


After I turn off the phone, I excuse myself. Never in my life have I felt 
so flustered—and during a meeting no less. I freshen up and when I 
arrive at my office, the phone rings. 

“Tt’s for you,” Anna, my assistant, says. 

“Can you tell them I will call in a few?” 

She is about to say that when whoever is on the other line says it’s 
urgent. I groan, but go into my office, shut the door, and take the call. 

“Zoe Harper speaking,” I say, trying to maintain my professional 
tone. 

“Sorry,” Max’s voice comes from the other side. 

“T don’t want to talk to you,” I snap. “We have to set boundaries. 
You can’t tease me like that while I’m in a meeting.” 

“A meeting you were hating, by the way,” Max responds with a 
smirk evident in his tone. 

“Not the point,” I retort sharply. “You can’t just text me... I 
mean, that’s very inappropriate.” 

“What exactly are you calling inappropriate?” His voice is guarded 
and somehow I feel like if I don’t give him the right answer, he’s going 
to be teasing me about this conversation for the rest of my natural life. 

“The texts you were sending while I was busy,” I say, hoping that 
the right wording will convey my frustration. 

“But if you weren’t busy, they would’ve been okay?” he asks, 
probably or at least hopefully trying to find some kind of boundary. 

“IT don’t know. Why would I want to talk about my sex life with 
you?” I question defensively. 

“We’re friends, why not? Don’t you talk about that with your 
girlfriends and sisters?” he challenges. “It’s the twenty-first century, 
Zoe. The elders won’t punish you for liking sex.” 

“Tm not a prude, if that’s what you’re saying,” I bark, feeling my 
face flush with a mix of anger and embarrassment. 

“Then did he?” 

I stare at the phone, confused. “What are you asking?” 

“Did Tom ever say he was going to lick your vagina?” His 
bluntness knows no boundaries. 

“T refuse to respond.” 

“So you two never had oral?” He sounds actually concerned about 
it. 

“That is none of your business.” 

“Tt is. ’m worried about your health, Zoe. This guy refused to give 
you the basics—unless he did and he talked very, very dirty while 
doing so,” he says, his voice low, gravelly, and undeniably sexual. 

“Max, you can’t just—” 

“Just what? Care about you?” he interrupts. “Look, if we’re going 
to be friends, real friends, we need to be honest with each other. And 


that includes talking about stuff like this. So, did he or didn’t he?” 

I sigh, feeling trapped but also oddly comforted by his concern. 
“No, he didn’t,” I admit quietly. 

“The tool was a fucking prick,” he says, somehow upset. “Thank 
fuck you left him. There’s so much we have to remedy. I was going to 
say let’s paddleboard but we’ll go easy with you.” 

“Easy?” 

“Yeah, pool water should be enough to conquer your fears,” he 
states with so much confidence. I imagine he’s grinning triumphantly 
from ear to ear. “Be ready at seven, I’ll pick you up from work.” 

“T have—” 

“No excuse,” he interrupts me, his tone leaving no room for 
argument. “You told me your schedule last night while I was driving 
you back home from the game.” 

“Something came up,” I stutter, realizing that he won’t believe me. 

“T can’t wait to hear your excuse,” he says, his voice dripping with 
amusement. “Legal emergency? You decided to move to another 
country to avoid me? You... Please give me a good excuse.” 

“You're exasperating.” I blow out a breath, feeling the tension in 
my shoulders. 

“And that’s why you like me. Maybe I’m the unknown thing that'll 
bring you back to life from your state of zombie-boredom,” he says. 

“Insufferable,” I growl, clenching my fists. 

“Zoe, Lora is asking for you,” Anna thankfully interrupts me, 
poking her head into my office. 

“Hey—” 

“T heard,” Max says, a teasing edge in his voice. “See you at seven 
—don’t be late.” 

With that, he hangs up, leaving me gripping the phone in 
frustration. I want to scream, but instead, I take a deep breath, trying 
to calm my racing heart. Annoyed as I am, I can’t help but feel a 
flicker of curiosity about what he might have planned. 


Chapter Six 
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definitely not a crazy nig Max McAnnoying. 


MaxMc: | thought we agreed you’d change that from your 
phone. 


Zoe: You did, but that doesn’t take away how | feel about 
you. 


MaxMc: Wow, | thought | was picking you up to remove 
your inhibitions. You have no filters. 


Zoe: Leave my inhibitions alone. 

MaxMc: What kind of friend would | be if | did that? 
Zoe: Are you texting and driving? 

MaxMc: Not necessarily. Voice command exists. 

MaxMc: Zo, I’m almost there. I'll pick you by the entrance. 
Zoe: | have a car. 


MaxMc: One of my guys can take care of it later, just like 
last night. 


Zoe: Are we going to another game? What is it now? 


MaxMc: You don’t like sports? 


Zoe: Not live sports. I’m okay watching them from the 
comfort of my home—or a bar. We've already been 
through this. 


MaxMc: It doesn’t matter, I’m not taking you to a sporting 
event. 


Zoe: Where are we going? 


MaxMc: My place. 


I pull up to the curb outside Zoe’s office building, watching the 
revolving glass doors expectantly. After a few moments, she emerges, 
her high heels clicking rapidly on the concrete. Even from a distance, I 
can see the weariness on her face, her shoulders slumped under the 
weight of another long day. 

As she approaches the car, I lean over and push open the passenger 
door. “Hey there, beautiful. Rough day?” 

Zoe slips into the seat with a sigh. “You could say that. Back-to- 
back client meetings all afternoon.” She pulls the door shut with more 
force than necessary. 

I fish the thermic bag with food and a plastic cup from the 
backseat. “Well, I come bearing gifts. Turkey and avocado grinder on 
a gluten-free roll, and that fresh-squeezed lemonade you love.” I hand 
them over with a smile. “A little snack for the road.” 

She accepts the offerings, her frown softening slightly. “You didn’t 
have to do that. But thank you.” 

“T wouldn’t want to leave you hungry this evening. You might be 
burning a lot of energy,” I say suggestively as I watch her unwrap the 
sandwich and take a grateful bite. The urge to reach over and massage 
the tension from her neck is strong, but I restrain myself. All in good 
time. 

“Tell me, what’s the plan for tonight, Max? I haven’t agreed to it 
just yet,” she mumbles between bites, a smear of avocado on her lip. 

“The moment you accepted the sandwich, you agreed to it.” I put 
the car in drive and pull away from the curb, merging into the busy 
evening traffic. 

“Your logic would never hold in a courtroom,” she scoffs, but I 
catch the playful glint in her eye. 

“So, I was thinking,” I begin casually. “What do you say we have a 
quiet night in?” 

Zoe takes a long sip of lemonade before responding. “Quiet night 
in? I like that.” 


As we drive through the streets of Boston, a sleek, modern building 
looms ahead. When I glance at Zoe, I notice her nose wrinkles in 
distaste. “Ugh, what is that monstrosity? It looks like a giant glass 
paperweight someone dropped in the middle of the city.” 

I chuckle. “That, my dear, is cutting-edge architecture.” 

“It has no soul,” she protests. “Where are the brownstones? The 
cobblestone streets? This thing looks like it’s trying to pick a fight 
with history.” 

“Come on, Zo. Embrace the future,” I tease. “Next thing you know, 
you'll be complaining about flying cars ruining the skyline.” 

She rolls her eyes, but I see the smile tugging at her lips. “Just 
promise me we're not spending our quiet night in that glass 
behemoth.” 

“T won't tell you,” I say mysteriously, but steer the car toward the 
underground garage. 

As we pull in, Zoe’s eyes widen. “You live here?” she says, 
unimpressed. “In this modern monstrosity?” 

“The brownstones and old buildings don’t have the amenities I 
need,” I defend, keeping my tone light. “Sometimes function trumps 
form, Zo.” 

Instead of heading to the penthouse, we stop at the floor below, 
where the gym and other amenities are located. Zoe’s eyes dart 
around, taking in the state-of-the-art equipment and the gleaming pool 
visible through glass walls. 

“So you brought me to show off your building?” she says, still not 
impressed. 

“Not exactly,” I reply, swiping my key card to lock the floor. 

“What are you doing?” Zoe asks, a hint of nervousness in her 
voice. 

I turn to her with a grin. “I told you, babe, we’re going to teach 
you how to live. Before I take you to the murky water of a lake, I’m 
letting you do this in a clean pool.” 

She takes a step back, hesitating. “Do what, exactly?” 

I grin. “Skinny dipping, of course. I want to make sure you know 
all your parts are safe when they’re in contact with water.” 

“All my parts?” Her voice is a tad pitchy. 

“Like your ... cute little cunt, baby.” I wink at her, my lips curling 
into a smug smile as I watch her cheeks flush a deep crimson. Her 
eyes widen in surprise, and I can see the mixture of shock and 
something else flickering in her gaze. I savor the moment, enjoying 
the way my words unsettle her, a mischievous glint dancing in my 
eyes. 

“You did not just bring me here to get naked,” she stammers, her 
eyes darting around nervously, though a hint of curiosity flashes in 


her expression. 

“No. I brought you so you could swim naked,” I correct her with a 
grin. “There’s a huge difference.” 

“Your neighbors are going to see me,” she protests, a mixture of 
horror and consideration playing across her face. “Naked.” 

“Nope. I paid so that we could have privacy for the rest of the 
night,” I state, looking at my watch. “That gives us almost ten hours of 
fun.” 

“What is the purpose of this exercise?” she asks, a mix of curiosity 
and apprehension causing her voice to rise slightly. 

“You’ve never been naked in a public . . . well, anything. Lake, 
pool, swamp—” I pause, dramatically, putting a hand to my chin in 
mock contemplation before breaking into a playful smile. “I don’t 
recommend that last one, though. I also want to show you that you 
won’t pick up an infection from having water touching your—” 

“T know that—I mean, I shower and take baths like everyone else,” 
she interrupts, her cheeks turning a lovely shade of pink. She’s 
flustered, but I can’t tell if it’s from embarrassment or something else. 
“Just, a lake or a pool are different.” 

“How so?” I ask, genuinely curious, leaning a little closer to catch 
every nuance of her reaction. 

“People have been there. I’m not . . . If you had told me, I 
would’ve brought my swimming suit—maybe.” 

“But where’s the fun in that?” I tease, but I can see she’s genuinely 
uncomfortable. I soften my tone, wanting to reassure her. “Look, Zoe, 
I’m not trying to pressure you. I just thought it might be a fun, 
spontaneous thing to do.” 

She hesitates, looking down at the water and then back at me. “I 
don’t know, Max. It’s just so... unexpected.” 

“That’s the point,” I say gently, stepping a bit closer. “Sometimes 
it’s good to step out of your comfort zone. But only if you want to. No 
pressure.” 

Zoe bites her lip, considering it. “Alright,” she finally says, her 
voice barely above a whisper. “But turn around while I get in.” 

I chuckle, holding up my hands in mock surrender. “Deal. I’ll be 
the perfect gentleman.” 

As I turn away, I can’t help the grin that spreads across my face. 
This night is turning out even better than I’d hoped. If necessary, I’ll 
stay far away in one of the lounging chairs—hopefully, she’ll invite 
me to join her. Either way, I’m happy to know that she’s taking 
chances and if not this weekend, someday, she’ll agree to jump in a 
lake without thinking about it. It’s just a matter of patience. 


Chapter Seven 


THE POOL SPAR ae starlit sky, a secret oasis high above 
the bustling cit , staring at the clear water as 
Max’s invitation btu dare-swim hangs in the air 


between us. 
“That’s the po tly, stepping a bit closer. His eyes 
shine with warmth Sometimes it’s good to step out of 


your comfort zone. But onfy"if you want to. No pressure.” 

I hesitate, looking down at the water and then back at him. Why 
am I even considering this? I promised myself and Max that I would 
do more unexpected, out-of-the-blue things. This is one of them. 
“Alright,” I finally say, my voice low and filled with nervousness. “But 
turn around while I get in.” 

He chuckles, holding up his hands in mock surrender. “Deal. I’ll be 
the perfect gentleman.” He winks before spinning around. 

As he turns away, I let out a shaky breath and start undressing. 
First, I slip off my black high heels, wincing as they clatter to the 
ground. So much for being stealthy. Next, I unbutton my white silk 
blouse with trembling fingers, revealing the lace trim of my camisole. 
I slide off my fitted navy pencil skirt, nearly losing my balance in the 
process. 

Standing there in my lingerie, I hesitate. Should I keep it on? It’ll 
probably get ruined with all the chlorine. Black lace with weird spots 
is not a great look. But going completely bare is something I’ve never 
done before. This is crazy, isn’t it? 

My heart races as I peel off the last of my clothing, the cool night 
air kissing my skin. With each layer I shed, I feel a heady mix of 
anxiety and exhilaration. I’m really doing this. 

I, Zoe Isabella Harper, am going skinny dipping in a pool atop a 
very swanky apartment building in the middle of the city. Who am I, 
and what have I done with the real Zoe? 

“After this, I should get a month’s break from daring to do 
something different,” I say out loud, my voice echoing slightly across 


the rooftop. I clamp my mouth, wondering if anyone can hear me and 
will come to check what’s happening. 

“Fat chance, Harper,” Max says, his back still turned to me. “We’re 
doing daring things . . . challenging our inner-different-new-personas.” 

“That’s not a thing, Maximillian,” I retort, rolling my eyes even 
though he can’t see me. 

“Well, ’m making it a thing, and you can’t take it away from me,” 
he responds, because obviously Maximillian McCallister only cares 
about his rules. The infuriating man manages to sound smug with his 
back turned. 

“Then I’ll dare you to do something new,” I declare, trying to 
sound confident. Obviously, I have no idea what that’ll be, but I’m 
determined to find something that’s impossible for Mr. Perfect to do. 

“Okay,” he says without hesitation, so sure of himself. I envy that 
about him, even as it drives me crazy. 

Taking a deep breath, I tiptoe to the edge of the pool, my bare feet 
slipping slightly on the smooth tiles. The water glistens invitingly, 
reflecting the city lights like a sea of stars. With one last glance at 
Max’s turned back, I slide into the pool, trying (and failing) to stifle a 
squeak as the cool water embraces my skin. My naked body glides 
beneath the surface, and I savor the clandestine thrill of a late-night 
swim au naturel. 

It feels dangerous, new, and invigorating to do something so 
deliciously scandalous. The water caresses me like silk, and I move 
through it with newfound grace, feeling more alive than I have since . 
.. well, ever. 

After a couple of laps, I emerge from the pool, the balmy night air 
kissing my damp skin. It’s exhilarating, like ’m the star of my own 
rom-com montage. I feel a rush of adrenaline mixed with a heady 
sense of freedom, and I can’t help but giggle softly to myself. 

My eyes dart to Max’s shadowy figure leaning against the railing at 
the far end of the rooftop deck, his back still dutifully turned. He’s too 
far away to make out any details, and the pool is shrouded in enough 
darkness. There’s no way he can actually see anything . . . right? 

I kick languidly, propelling myself toward the edge of the pool 
nearest him. “Enjoying the view?” I call out teasingly, channeling my 
inner femme fatale—and probably sounding more like a congested 
chipmunk. 

Max glances over his shoulder. Even from a distance, I can feel his 
smirk. “The city lights are beautiful tonight. Among other things.” 

My cheeks flush hotter than the summer asphalt at his flirtatious 
tone. Is he implying . . .? No, surely he can’t discern anything 
incriminating from way over there. The ripples distort everything 
below the surface . . . I think. I hope. Maybe? 


Emboldened by the darkness—and possibly temporary insanity, I 
arch my back and float spread-eagled on the water’s obsidian face, 
reveling in the forbidden freedom of baring it all beneath the stars. 
My heart pounds against my rib cage like it’s trying to escape. This is 
reckless, daring . . . thrilling. What if he did catch an eyeful? The 
thought sends an illicit shiver down my spine. 

A part of me wants to invite him in, to share this magical moment. 
But there’s so much implied in that invitation, isn’t there? Plus, I’d 
probably drown trying to form coherent words with a naked Max in 
close proximity. 

“The water’s perfect,” I call out instead, my voice only slightly 
squeaky. “You’re missing out, you know.” 

“Am I?” Max’s voice carries a hint of challenge. “Maybe I should 
join you then.” 

Oh boy. What have I gotten myself into now? 


Chapter Eight 
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suddenly says, 
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“What are thes trying to calm my excitement and 
remind myself that no what happens tonight, my dick doesn’t 
get to play with Zoe. Now, my mouth though . . . my mouth is ready 
for her. It’s my civic duty to save her from the tormented life she lived 
with Tom the Tool. 

“You can jump into the water, but with your underwear—no 
commando for you,” she begins, and I grin because that’s not 
happening. 

“Sorry, but I don’t wear any,” I say, smirking, hoping that 
information flusters her. 

“Oh,” she barely whispers. “Well, then you have to get swim 
trunks or you don’t get to come into the water with me.” 

What the ever-loving fuck? Is she for real? 

“That’s not fair,” I argue, feeling like a kid who’s just been told the 
ice cream truck is out of popsicles. 

“This is the challenge, McCallister. You have to follow my rules— 
you can’t break any of them,” she dares me, her voice dripping with 
smug satisfaction. 

“What if I don’t agree?” I challenge her, crossing my arms like a 
pouty toddler. 

“T’'m out of here because that means you’re not playing fair,” she 
says. And fuck, she just found a loophole and a way to either get out 
of this little dare or make me suffer. 

“So you want me to wear swim trunks, is that all?” I ask because I 
want her to enjoy her night. She has to let go of that stick up her 
adorable behind and live a little. 

“That’s right, big boy,” she teases. “Think you can handle it?” 


“And that’s the only rule?” I ask, hope rising in my chest. 

“Of course not. No, there’s more. You can’t see me while we’re in 
the pool—or touch me, of course.” 

I burst into uncontrollable laughter. “You minx. You invite me all 
innocently to join you and then suddenly stab me with your 
legalities.” 

“Yep. Take it or leave it,” she challenges, sounding far too pleased 
with herself. 

I glance in her direction, weighing my options. “Eyes away, 
McCallister,” she warns me. 

“['m just looking at the pool,” I say innocently. Which is true 
because she’s hiding on the other side—right by the opposite corner. 

The water sparkles invitingly under the moonlight, and the 
thought of spending more time with her, even with these ridiculous 
rules, is too tempting to pass up. 

“Fine,” I say, finally giving in. “Pll get swim trunks. But if I 
comply, then we’re heading paddleboarding this weekend.” 

“In Connecticut?” she asks, and I don’t know if I’m annoyed that 
she ignored my original text or thrilled that ’'m about to hit her with 
yet another surprise. 

“No, I was thinking Vermont, actually,” I say, as casually as I can 
manage. “Make it a fun weekend—you better ask for Monday off 
work.” 

“No,” she screeches like a startled cat. 

“Oh, but yes. Remember spontaneity?” I tease, drawing out the 
word. 

“Deal,” she replies, her voice tinged with resignation that makes 
me grin. “Now hurry up, McCallister. The night is young, and the 
water’s perfect.” 

As I head back to my penthouse, I can’t help but smile. Tonight 
might not go exactly as planned, but it’s shaping up to be 
unforgettable. 

I take the elevator up, the soft hum of the machinery the only 
sound as I ascend. The doors slide open, and I step into the foyer, the 
cool marble floors contrasting with the warm anticipation building 
inside me. I walk through the spacious living area, past sleek furniture 
and modern art pieces, heading straight for my bedroom. 

Once inside, I quickly rummage through my dresser and find my 
swim trunks. Before changing, I take a moment to check on Zoe. I 
walk over to the sliding glass doors and step out onto the balcony. 
From there, I can see Zoe swimming gracefully in the pool below, 
moving through the water with the effortless elegance of a mermaid. 
The sight of her enjoying herself brings a warm feeling to my chest. 

With a determined grin, I turn back inside and change into my 


swim trunks, eager to join her and make the most of this unexpected 
night. 

And though, I'll be following her rules—I’ll make sure that even 
when I don’t see, I get to touch. 


“SO HOW’S THIS going to work?” I ask as I reach the pool. I set two 
towels on a lounge chair and gather her discarded clothes. That’s 
when I realize Zoe’s either going commando or . . . “Are you cheating, 
Zoe Harper?” 

“Why would you say such a thing?” she asks, feigning indignation. 

“Some undergarments seem to be missing from your pile,” I point 
out. When I turn to look at her, I spot a pretty black lace bra. So much 
for sneaking a peek. 

I shake my head, laughing. “Of course you are. We agreed on 
skinny dipping.” I wag a finger at her. “You’re overdressed.” 

“Oh, these old things?” She gestures innocently. “I thought it was 
only fair. After all, it’d be pretty hard for you to enjoy the pool with 
your eyes closed. I’m saving your life, really,” she says with a straight 
face. “I don’t hear a thank you for my kindness.” 

The nerve of this woman. “You’re something else, Zoe Harper.” 

“Oh, ’m something alright.” She grins, gliding toward the far end 
of the pool. “Are you coming in or what, McCallister?” 

I step to the edge of the pool and dip my toes in. The water is cool 
and refreshing, a perfect contrast to the summer night air. The 
moonlight reflects off the surface, casting a shimmering glow across 
the pool. I take a deep breath, savoring the tranquility of the moment, 
and the thrill of Zoe’s playful challenge. 

As I ease myself into the water, the coolness envelops me, sending 
a pleasant shiver up my spine. The water feels like silk against my 
skin, soothing and invigorating all at once. I swim a few strokes, 
enjoying the freedom and weightlessness, before turning to look at 
Zoe. 

Her presence adds an electrifying tension to the night. Even in the 
playful banter, there’s an underlying current of something deeper, 
something that makes my pulse quicken and my senses heighten. Zoe’s 
eyes sparkle with mischief, her laughter blending with the gentle 
ripples of the water. 

“Come on over here,” I call to her. 

“Nope, you stay there and Ill be here,” she teases, eyes twinkling. 
“Or maybe I’ll make you chase me. I was a great swimmer back in 
high school, you know.” 

“Sweetheart, I’m a former Navy SEAL. I know swimming,” I say in 


a warning tone, knowing she’s trying to push a challenge she’ll lose. 

She has a competitive streak, and though I like it a lot, I think it’s 
best if she leaves that part of her personality to rest tonight. 

Zoe snickers. “You’re no fun.” 

“Oh, I can be so much fun,” I reply, letting a flirtatious smile play 
on my lips as I slowly make my way toward her at the other end of 
the pool. 

I glide through the water with ease, each stroke bringing me closer 
to her. Zoe watches me, her expression a mix of amusement and 
anticipation. As I approach, I can see the playful challenge in her eyes, 
and it only fuels my determination. 

When I’m just a few feet away, I pause, letting the moment stretch 
out. “You sure you don’t want to come to me?” I tease, my voice low 
and inviting. 

Zoe shakes her head, her grin widening. “I like making you work 
for it.” 

I chuckle, the sound blending with the gentle splashes of the water. 
“Alright then, you asked for it.” 

With a sudden burst of speed, I close the gap between us, my arms 
reaching out to capture her. Zoe squeals and tries to dart away, but 
I’m too fast. I wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her close. 

“Gotcha,” I whisper, our faces inches apart. 

Her breath hitches, and for a moment, the playful banter is 
replaced by a charged silence. The night air feels thick with 
anticipation, and I can see the conflict of excitement and challenge in 
her eyes. 

“Maybe you are fun after all,” she murmurs, her voice barely 
above a whisper. 

“Just wait and see,” I reply, leaning in to capture her lips in a kiss 
that’s both tender and intense. 

The moment our lips meet, it’s like an electric current runs through 
me. Her lips are soft and warm, moving against mine with a perfect 
blend of urgency and sweetness. I deepen the kiss, my hand sliding up 
to cradle the back of her head, my fingers tangling in her wet hair. 
Every touch, every movement feels heightened, more intense. Her 
body pressed against mine, fitting perfectly, as if she was made to be 
here in my arms. 

Which is insane when I’m not supposed to care about anyone on 
that level. Not when I plan to stay single forever. Then again, Zoe 
Harper has been changing my essence since the first day we met. I’m 
second-guessing some things and beginning to want others that I 
never imagined I would. 

I can feel the rapid beat of her heart matching mine, the heat 
between us undeniable. The water around us seems to disappear, 


leaving only the sensation of her lips, the taste of her, and the 
intoxicating scent of her skin mingling with the night air. The kiss 
consumes me, making me dizzy with want and need. I pull her even 
closer, needing to feel every inch of her against me. 

Zoe’s hands grip my shoulders, her nails lightly grazing my skin, 
sending shivers down my spine. The world fades away, leaving just 
the two of us, lost in this moment of pure, unadulterated passion. 
When we finally pull apart, we’re both breathless, our foreheads 
resting against each other. 

“See?” I murmur, my voice rough with emotion. “I told you, it’s a 
win-win.” 

She looks up at me, her eyes glazed with desire and something 
deeper. “You're right,” she whispers, her lips brushing mine with 
every word. “This is definitely a win.” 


Chapter Nine 
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I LOOK INTO HER mE an.seg the same desire and longing that 
I feel reflected b need to speak; our mouths have 
already said every de said. 

Zoe traces he hest, and I shiver at her touch. 
Her gaze is inte a silent question. I nod, and she 
rewards me with a fae smile. 

I can feel her heart § as I slip the straps of her bra off her 
shoulders, revealing more and more of her skin. The pool water laps 
gently at our waists, creating a soothing rhythm that only adds to the 
intensity of the moment. My fingers tremble with anticipation as I 
undo the clasp, letting the top float away on the surface of the water. 

She’s beautiful, more beautiful than I ever could have imagined. 
The moonlight casts a soft glow over her, highlighting every curve, 
every freckle, every inch of her that leaves me breathless. My hands 
move gently, reverently, as if she might disappear if I’m not careful. 

Zoe’s eyes are locked onto mine, filled with a mix of desire and 
vulnerability. She looks breathtaking, like a goddess emerging from 
the water. Her chest rises and falls with each shallow breath, drawing 
my attention to the soft curves of her body. I can’t help but feel a 
surge of protectiveness and longing for her. 

I lean in, pressing my lips to her collarbone, tasting the faint 
chlorine of the pool water mingled with the natural warmth of her 
skin. She gasps softly, and I can feel her body respond, arching into 
me, craving more. Our breaths mingle, hot and heavy, as I continue 
my slow exploration, worshipping her with every touch. 

When I finally look back into her beautiful face, I see them, eyes 
darkened with desire and her lips parted in a silent plea. I cup her face 
in my hands, my thumb brushing gently over her cheek. “You’re 
incredible,” I whisper, my voice raw with emotion. 

Her smile is radiant, and she pulls me closer, her lips finding mine 
once again. The kiss is even more intense, more desperate, as if we’re 
both afraid of breaking the spell that binds us together. Her hands are 


in my hair, pulling me closer, as I explore her mouth with my tongue. 
The taste of her is intoxicating, and I can’t get enough. 

“What are you thinking about?” she asks, her voice soft and 
curious. 

I take a deep breath, trying to find the right words to express what 
I’m feeling. “I’m just taking this all in,” I admit. “You’re so beautiful, 
and I don’t want to forget a single moment of this.” 

I hold her by the waist and lift her effortlessly, bringing her breasts 
close to my mouth. I can’t resist the urge to suck on them, to taste her 
skin and feel her nipples harden against my tongue. She moans softly, 
her fingers digging into my shoulders as I continue to worship her 
body. 

“Max,” she whispers, her voice husky with desire. 

Her whispered plea ignites something primal within me. I want 
more, need more. I slide my arms under her legs and back, lifting her 
in a bridal carry. Her body fits perfectly against mine as I cradle her, 
the water cascading off us, creating tiny ripples in the pool. 

Her eyes are half-closed, her lips slightly parted, and her breathing 
comes in soft, quick gasps. She wraps her arms around my neck, 
holding on tight as I make my way to the edge of the pool. Every step 
feels like an eternity, the anticipation building between us like a 
storm. 

I gently set her down on the pool’s edge, the cool night air kissing 
her wet skin. I lean in, my mouth trailing kisses from her collarbone to 
her breasts, savoring every inch of her. She arches her back, her hands 
gripping the edge of the pool, her body trembling under my touch. 

“I want you,” I murmur against her skin, my voice rough with 
need. “All of you.” 

Her response is a soft whimper, her eyes pleading with me to 
continue. I lower myself, kissing a path down her stomach, my hands 
caressing her thighs as I position myself between her legs. I look up at 
her, our eyes locking, and in that moment, nothing else exists. It’s just 
us, and the desire that consumes us both. 

I lower myself further, my lips trailing along her inner thigh as I 
sink back into the water. As I kiss her skin seductively, I gently slide 
my fingers to the waistband of her black lacy undergarment. With 
deliberate, tender movements, I begin to ease them off, kissing every 
newly exposed inch of her thigh. 

I push her thighs open for me, I see the most beautiful sight—her 
glistening pussy—and I can’t hold back any longer. 

“You're so fucking beautiful,” I murmur against her skin. “I can’t 
wait to taste you.” 

I blow a gentle stream of air against her most sensitive spot, 
making her shiver. “You want me to lick you, baby?” I tease, my voice 


low and husky. 

“Yes, please,” she whimpers, her voice trembling with need. 

I smirk, loving how responsive she is. “Tell me how much you 
want it,” I demand, my breath hot against her. “Tell me how badly 
you need my tongue on you.” 

“T need it so much, Max,” she pleads, her hips bucking slightly. 
“Please, I can’t take it anymore.” 

I trail my fingers lightly over her inner thighs, getting closer but 
not quite giving her what she wants. “You’re so wet for me,” I 
whisper, my mouth hovering just above her. “I bet you taste so sweet, 
I just want to devour you.” 

Her breath hitches, and she grips the edge of the pool, her 
knuckles white. “Please, Max,” she begs. “I need you. I need your 
mouth on me.” 

I let my tongue flick out, barely grazing her, and she moans, her 
whole body tensing. “That’s right, baby,” I growl. “I want to hear you. 
I want to feel you come apart.” 

I lower my mouth fully onto her, my tongue moving in slow, 
deliberate strokes. “You like that?” I ask between licks, my voice 
vibrating against her. “You like the way I taste you?” 

“Yes, oh God, yes,” she gasps, her fingers tangling in my hair. 
“Don’t stop, please don’t stop.” 

I plunge my tongue deeper, savoring every moment, every taste. 
“This sweet little cunt is mine, Zoe,” I murmur against her. “All mine. 
And I’m going to make you scream my name.” 

Her moans grow louder, her body writhing with pleasure. “Max, 
oh my God,” she cries out. “I’m so close.” 

Suddenly, I stop and look at her all. She looks so fucking beautiful 
and though my cock throbs desperate to be inside her, I concentrate 
on her. Just her. 

“Don’t stop.” Zoe glares at me, her eyes narrow trying to feign 
anger, but I see the desperation in them. The need for my mouth. 

“What do you want?” I ask. 

“More. Don’t make me beg.” She’s desperate. 

I double my efforts, curling two of my fingers, and thrusting them 
into her pussy. My tongue working her relentlessly. Then, I pull 
slightly a little and say, “Come for me, Zoe.” My voice commanding, 
rough with need. “Come for me now.” 

With a final, desperate cry, she shatters, her body convulsing as 
waves of pleasure crash over her. I hold her tight, my mouth never 
leaving her, riding out her orgasm until she’s a trembling, boneless 
mess in my arms. 

I pull back, looking up at her, my face slick with her arousal. 
“You’re incredible,” I whisper, my voice raw with emotion. 


“Absolutely fucking incredible.” 


Chapter Ten 


WE’RE WRAPPED making our way silently to Max’s 
penthouse after | arments from the pool. My mind 
is racing, not onfy , i blew my mind, but also because 
I’m trying to fig NO a? ans for our friendship. The cool 
air and the linge ee e did in the pool create a heady 
mix, leaving me bot retégpeand anxious. 

We step into the elevator; and Max swipes his key card. The doors 
close, and the elevator glides smoothly upward. When a bell dings, the 
doors open, we’re right in the foyer of his penthouse—fancy. 

I clear my throat, suddenly aware of how exposed I feel. “Is there 
somewhere I can take a shower?” I ask, wanting a minute to myself. 

“Of course, this way,” he says. He gives a quick command to a 
smart speaker and the lights come on at a comfortable, warm 
luminosity. We head through the primary bedroom, which is as 
luxurious as I expected, with sleek furniture and a view of the city 
lights that takes my breath away. 

I follow him, still lost in my thoughts. What if this ruins things 
between us? What if it doesn’t? My stomach flutters with a mix of 
excitement and fear. He leads me to the bathroom, which is massive, 
with a rain showerhead and multiple jets around the walls. It’s 
luxurious, just like everything else in his life. 

“And here we are,” he says, his voice soft but confident. “Make 
yourself comfortable. I'll grab a t-shirt and some sweats for you to 
change into.” 

I take a moment to look around, my fingers trailing over the cool 
marble countertops. The bathroom is beautiful, with a large mirror 
that reflects my flushed cheeks and tousled hair. The rain showerhead 
looms directly above, promising a cascade of warmth and relaxation. 

Max returns quickly, a soft t-shirt and a pair of sweats bundled in 
his arms. “Here you go,” he says, his voice low as he hands them to 
me. His eyes meet mine, and the corner of his mouth lifts in a small, 
hesitant smile. “I’ll take care of your wet clothes. Just leave them 


outside the door when you’re done.” 

“Thanks, Max,” I say, my voice sounding steadier than I feel. My 
fingers brush against his as I take the clothes, sending a jolt through 
my body. 

As I step into the shower, I let the hot water wash over me, hoping 
it'll clear my head as easily as it rinses away the chlorine. But my 
thoughts are a whirlpool, circling back to the same questions over and 
over. What does this mean for our friendship? Can we go back to the 
way things were, or is this the start of something new? 

I finish showering and dry off, slipping into the comfortable 
clothes Max provided. The shirt hangs loose on my frame, the neckline 
slipping off one shoulder, and the sweats pool around my feet. But 
they’re warm and soft, carrying a faint scent that’s unmistakably Max. 

Emerging from the bathroom, I notice the enormous bed that looks 
even bigger than a king size. It dominates the room. The lack of 
personal photos strikes me, the walls devoid of any family pictures or 
snapshots of friends, adding to the sterile, impersonal feel of the place. 

Following the faint clinking of utensils, I make my way toward the 
kitchen. The penthouse is spacious with a sleek, modern décor and an 
open floor plan that exudes sophistication. I pass by the living area, 
noting the immaculate arrangement of furniture and the stunning 
view of the city lights through the floor-to-ceiling windows. I wonder 
what he has on the upper floor, but that’s a question for later—if 
there’s ever a later. 

When I reach the kitchen, I stop in my tracks. Max stands at the 
counter, wearing only a pair of sweats. His hair is still damp, and his 
back muscles ripple as he moves, catching the light in a way that 
makes my breath hitch. He’s focused on his task, and I watch as he 
expertly handles a knife, chopping vegetables with practiced ease. 

The sight of him like this—relaxed, natural, and undeniably 
attractive—sends a warm shiver down my spine. It’s a contrast to the 
polished, controlled image he usually presents. 

He turns slightly, catching sight of me. A slow smile spreads across 
his face. “Hey,” he says, his voice soft. “I thought you might be 
hungry, so I’m putting something together.” 

I step into the kitchen, the scent of fresh ingredients mingling with 
the lingering aroma of his cologne. “Thanks,” I reply, my voice 
sounding steadier than I feel. “I really appreciate it.” 

He gestures to a stool at the island. “Sit. Make yourself at home.” 

I slide onto the stool, watching him work. “So, you actually know 
how to cook, huh?” I remark, trying to keep the conversation light 
despite the swirling thoughts in my head. 

“Yeah, at some point eating takeout gets boring,” he states. 

I nod, my eyes drifting over his form, appreciating the way the 


sweats hang low on his hips, the way his muscles flex with each 
movement. It’s a simple, domestic scene, but it feels incredibly 
intimate. 

As he finishes up the salad, he places a plate in front of me and 
one across the island for himself. He sits down, and for a moment, we 
just look at each other, the air thick with tension or... 

“Max...” I start, but I’m not sure how to continue. 

“Yeah?” He looks at me expectantly. “Do we need to talk about 
what happened? Because I really didn’t like that you broke the rules. I 
mean, what happened to skinny dipping?” 

He says it with such an exaggeratedly serious expression that I 
can’t help but laugh. The tension breaks, and I feel a weight lift off my 
shoulders. 

“I’m sorry,” I say between giggles. “I guess I got a little shy.” 

Max grins, leaning back in his chair. “I’m just messing with you. 
But seriously, next time, no cheating or this friendship is over.” 

Those last three words sober me up, because honestly, I don’t want 
it to be over. We really have to talk about what happened—and it has 
nothing to do with skinny dipping. 

“But the other thing,” I say. 

“Yeah?” He crosses his arms. “What thing?” 

“That thing you did to me...” Since when am I this shy? I wasn’t 
downstairs when I was begging him to lick me, was I? 

“What did I do to you, Zoe?” He’s waiting for me to say it. “You 
have to say the words, like a big girl who just got a really good prize 
for being very, very good. So. Fucking. Good.” 

Those words make me squirm, my legs instinctively pressing 
together before I open them again, the memory of his touch making 
me ache with need. 

He smirks, as if he knows exactly what just happened. “Say it, 
babe,” he insists. 

“You performed oral sex,” I say, very clinical. 

“Fuck, are you for real?” he says, exasperated. He leans forward, 
his eyes darkening with intensity. “I didn’t just perform oral sex, Zoe. I 
ate you out like I was starving. I licked and sucked every inch of your 
pretty, glistening pussy. I tasted how sweet you were, felt you squirm 
and moan under my tongue. I made you come undone with my 
mouth, finger fucking you and coating my fingers with your juices 
because I couldn’t get enough of you—and your sweet cunt.” 

His words make me squirm even more, heat pooling low in my 
belly. I can’t help the way my body responds, every word making me 
want him more. 

“You remember how you begged for more?” he continues, his 
voice low and dirty. “How you begged me to make you come? And I 


did. I loved every second of it, loved hearing you lose control, 
knowing it was all because of me.” 

I can barely breathe, the intensity of his words and the memory of 
what he did overwhelming me. “Max . . .” I whisper, my voice 
trembling with desire. 

He reaches across the table, taking my hand in his. “And I’d do it 
again in a heartbeat,” he says softly. “Because I want you, Zoe. I want 
your pretty body, your pleasure—you.” 

What does he mean? Like just as . . . I swallow hard, trying to 
steady myself. “But this . . . we’re just friends,” I say, even as my body 
tingles with the memory of his touch. My heart races, conflicted 
between what I enjoy and what I should want. 

We’re opposites in every way, down to what we want out of our 
futures. Well, I don’t have an exact plan just yet. However, I know it 
ends in family—a man who wants to spend forever with me, a child or 
two, and a pet. 

He wants. . . Well, just to have fun. And that’s great, for him. But 
for me, it’s a different story. 

“Of course we're friends,” he says after staring at me. “As I 
promised before, this time we’re spending together is to ensure that 
you know how to live—to see a different side of things. Now, we 
added a little... benefit. Sex.” 

Knowing me, and how I’ve always had sex with someone that I not 
only trust, but have feelings for, I have to set up a rule that he 
shouldn’t break. And so I tell him how I feel about sex and even when 
I’m sure one-night stands are perfectly fine for him, I don’t think my 
mind can catch up as fast. “Oral is fine,” I conclude after he listens to 
my long explanation. “Just oral.” 

Max’s eyebrows shoot up, but he nods slowly. “And maybe no 
sleepovers, of course,” he adds, his voice careful. “We wouldn’t want 
to confuse things.” 

“Exactly,” I say, relief washing over me. My shoulders relax, and I 
feel myself smiling. This could work. We can have fun without 
complicating things. 

Max’s lips quirk into a grin, and he glances at the clock. “Now that 
we've got that settled, let’s finish up. I should get you home soon,” he 
says playfully, but there’s an undercurrent of something I can’t quite 
place in his voice. 

I nod, picking up my fork again. The salad is delicious, and the 
casual, comfortable atmosphere between us feels right. We chat lightly 
as we eat, the earlier tension now replaced with an easy banter. 

As I take my last bite, Max stands up and starts clearing the dishes. 
“Come on,” he says. “Let’s get you home.” 

In the car, as he drives me back home, I glance at him and smile. 


The city lights dance across his profile, and I feel a sudden rush of 
affection. “Thanks, Max. For everything.” 

He looks over at me, his expression softening. His eyes meet mine 
for a brief moment before returning to the road. “Anytime, Zoe. 
Anytime.” 


Chapter Eleven 


MaxMc: Morning, sunshine. Would you like me to pick you up so 
you can head to work? 


Zoe: Love to, but. . . I’m already at work. Some of us have to 
work early. 


MaxMc: At five in the fucking morning? What is wrong with you? 
Zoe: How do you know I’ve been here since then? 
MaxMc: Your badge. 
Zoe: Stop checking on me, it’s obsessive. 


MaxMc: It’s not. | bet you wouldn't have told me that you indeed 
arrived there too early. Why? 


Zoe: There’s an issue with an international contract. Lora wanted 
me to fix it before the US market opened. 


MaxMc: That place is sucking your soul. 


Zoe: Probably. Sometimes | want to quit but then | remind myself 
that I’d have to save more before opening my own firm. 


MaxMc: If you ever need help .. . 
Zoe: Thank you, but | prefer not to mix business with pleasure. 


MaxMc: Then, I'll give you pleasure. What if we meet at lunch? 
We could do a lot of things in your office. 


Zoe: Behave, McCallister. 
MaxMc: You’re no fun. 
Zoe: Will | see you tonight? 


MaxMc: Yep, I'll pick you up around seven—don'’t forget we’re 
going to Vermont on Friday. 


Zoe: | already asked for Monday off—hence, why | couldn’t say no 


to being here at five in the morning. 


MaxMc: Miss me. 


Chapter Twelve 
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THIS IS SUCH A B so, so good. Day . . . is it two or 


three? 

I don’t know; tter? We eat and then I’m at his 
mercy 

Max’s large h pinning me against the cool wall 


r. Dinner plans forgotten, his hips 
grind against mine, his ock pressing into me, igniting a fire in 
my core. My hands weave around his neck, fingers tangling in his hair 
as his firm grip massages my ass roughly. 

A whimper escapes my lips, only to be met with a primal growl 
from him. His lips crash into mine, hungry and demanding, his tongue 
invading my mouth, and I melt into the intensity of his kiss. I can 
taste the need in his kisses, and my core throbs in response. We 
continue our frantic kissing, his hands roaming over my body, leaving 
a trail of fire in their wake. With every touch, I am fueled with the 
desire to have him, to feel him deep inside me, unapologetically 
claiming me as his. 

Our kiss is reckless and feverish, soaking my panties like never 
before. He pulls away from the wall and carries me toward the living 
room. Our lips never disconnect. 

“Mmm,” I moan against his tongue as he places me on the couch. 

He stares down at me, his pupils blown with lust. “You’re so 
fucking beautiful. I should feed you,” he says. 

I lick my lips, giving him a sultry smile. “What are you going to 
feed me, big boy?” I purr. 

“What does my good girl want? Do you want my cock? You want 
me to feed you my cock, baby?” he murmurs, his voice dripping with 
desire. 

I shiver at his words, my body aching for him. “Yes,” I whisper, my 
voice breathy and filled with need. “I want to taste you, Max. I want 
your cock.” 

A wicked grin spreads across his face as he unbuttons his shirt, 


revealing his sculpted chest. He leans down, his breath hot against my 
ear. “Get on your knees, baby,” he growls. 

I slide off the couch and onto my knees, looking up at him with 
desire. His eyes darken with lust as he unzips his pants, freeing his 
hard, throbbing cock. He grips it firmly, guiding it toward my eager 
mouth. 

“Open up for me,” he commands, his voice husky. “Show me how 
much you want it.” 

I part my lips, taking him in slowly, savoring the taste of him. He 
groans as I swirl my tongue around the tip, teasing him. “Fuck, Zoe,” 
he mutters, his hands tangling in my hair. “You look so fucking sexy 
with my cock in your mouth.” 

Encouraged by his reaction, I take him deeper, hollowing my 
cheeks and sucking hard. His hips jerk involuntarily, and he growls, 
“That’s it, baby. Just like that. Suck my cock, make me feel good.” 

I look up at him, meeting his gaze as I take him even deeper, my 
throat relaxing to accommodate his size. His grip on my hair tightens, 
and he begins to move, gently at first, then more urgently as his need 
grows. I hum around him, the vibrations making him shudder. I move 
my mouth along his length, my hands stroking the base of his shaft 
and cupping his balls, adding to his pleasure. I can feel his pleasure 
building, and I revel in it. 

The sound of our heavy breathing fills the room, punctuated by the 
occasional groan or moan. I can feel his breathing becoming ragged, 
and I know he’s close. But I want more. I want to push him over the 
edge, to make him lose control. I increase the speed of my 
movements, taking him as deep as I can while my hands continue 
their rhythm, driving him wild with pleasure. 

“You’re so good at this,” he groans, his voice rough with pleasure. 
“Such a good girl. Keep going, take it all. Show me how much you 
want it.” 

I look up at him, meeting his gaze as I take him even deeper, my 
throat relaxing to accommodate his size. His eyes are dark with lust, 
and I can see the pleasure written all over his face. 

The feeling of power and control is intoxicating. I know that I am 
the one making him feel this way, and it only makes me want him 
more. I redouble my efforts, determined to make this the best blow 
job he’s ever had. 

As Max’s breathing becomes more ragged and his grip on my hair 
tightens, I know I’m succeeding. But then he surprises me. 

“Touch yourself,” he orders, his voice a low growl. “I want to see 
you finger fuck yourself while you suck my cock.” 

A jolt of arousal shoots through me at his command. I slide one 
hand down my body, slipping it under my panties. My fingers find my 


clit, already throbbing with need, and I start to rub it in slow, 
deliberate circles. 

“Good girl,” he praises, his eyes locked on mine. “Touch yourself. I 
want to see you shove those fingers deep in your cunt while you 
worship my cock. Keep going. I want to watch you come.” 

I moan around his cock, the combination of pleasuring him and 
touching myself driving me wild. I move my panties aside, then slip 
two fingers inside myself, pumping them in and out as I continue to 
suck him, my own arousal building to a fever pitch. 

The sight of me pleasuring myself pushes him even closer to the 
edge. “Fuck, you look so sexy,” he groans. “You’re going to make me 
come.” 

His words spur me on, and I increase the pace of my fingers, 
matching the rhythm of my mouth on his cock. The sensations are 
overwhelming, and I can feel my orgasm approaching. 

“Come for me, baby,” he commands, his voice hoarse with desire. 
“T want to feel you come while you suck my cock.” 

With a final, powerful thrust, his words push me over the edge. My 
orgasm crashes over me, my body convulsing with pleasure as I cry 
out around his cock. The sensation of my mouth tightening around 
him sends him into his own release. 

“Swallow it,” he growls through gritted teeth, barely able to speak. 
“Take my seed. Every drop.” 

He comes hard, filling my mouth with his hot, salty essence. I 
swallow eagerly, not wasting a drop, as he shudders above me, his 
release seemingly endless. The primal intensity in his eyes makes my 
own pleasure spike again. 

He looks down at me, his breath still ragged, with a mix of 
satisfaction and admiration. “You were amazing,” he murmurs, pulling 
me up to kiss me deeply. “My perfect girl.” 

I smile, feeling a rush of pride and satisfaction. 


Chapter Thirteen 


MaxMc: | can’t stop thinking about your mouth on me, baby. The 
way you suck my cock drives me wild. | need you, Zoe. 


Zoe: Hello, I’m working. 
MaxMc: It’s your fault. The way you looked up at me while you 
took me deep? | can’t stop thinking about it—you. I’m getting hard 
just thinking about it. | want your mouth again. 

Zoe: God, Max. You’re making it impossible to focus at work. 
MaxMc: Every time | close my eyes, | see those lips wrapped 
around me. You’re such a good girl, Zoe. | can’t wait to feel your 
mouth on me again. 

Zoe: Stop. 


MaxMc: You don’t want me to stop. You need me. 


MaxMc: Can you still taste me, baby? You swallowed so good. 
Such a good girl. 


Zoe: | can still taste you, Max. | want to make you feel that good 
again. 


MaxMc: Thinking about you on your knees, taking me deep, 
makes me so fucking hard. | want to feel your mouth all over me, 
Zoe. Tell me you're touching yourself while thinking about my 
cock—next time, I'll be the one eating you for dinner, baby. 


Zoe: Umm... Lora is here. Let’s chat later. 


Chapter Fourteen 
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D ee 


MaxMc: | can’t n Diego over me. 
After everythin i ked. 


s invited and couldn’t say no. Lily 
nday off. And if you recall, you’ve 
er me all week. 


a 
MaxMc: You have MondayotPbecause you were going to 
Vermont with me—for the weekend. | thought you said my 
mouth was something you could get used to. | promised to 
use it all weekend long. 


Zoe: You're the one who left me hanging last night, after 
you promised to play with my scarves. 


MaxMc: | did apologize for not being able to see you but 
Caleb and | are trying to cover for Lee and Ethan. One is 
on his honeymoon period and the other is organizing his 
wedding. My sister is becoming a little Bridezilla and you 
left me for her. 


Zoe: She’s not Bridezilla and you need to understand that 
| couldn’t say no to Lily and Audrey. | didn’t have any 
excuse to stay in Boston. 


MaxMc: You could’ve said a friend invited you 
somewhere. 


Zoe: Which friend? And | can’t say it’s you, remember? 
This new arrangement is secret. 


MaxMc: Fine. 


Zoe: That means we have to pretend we barely like each 
other when we’re together. 


MaxMc: More rules? 


Zoe: Yep, more rules. 
MaxMc: You’re killing me, woman. 
Zoe: (grin emoji) 


MaxMc: There’s nothing to be proud of. You’re pushing 
my hard limit too far. 


Zoe: You were a Navy SEAL. Aren’t you supposed to be 
by the book? 


MaxMc: Only when it matters or puts people in danger. 
Zoe: My rules matter. 

MaxMc: Pretending | can’t stand you doesn’t matter to me. 
Zoe: Well it does to me. If Mom knows what we’re doing, 
she’s going to call you rebound guy and then she'll start 
looking for another blind date for me because maybe he’s 
marriage material. | can’t deal with that right now. 

MaxMc: How is she going to know? 
Zoe: | don’t know. Your circle of friends is pretty chatty. 
One person talks and suddenly the entire country knows 
what’s happening. 

MaxMc: You're exaggerating. 
Zoe: Take Audrey’s engagement. 

MaxMc: That’s my mother, not my circle of friends. 
Zoe: Even worse. I’ve heard horror stories about your 
mom too. She has a wedding book for you and another for 
Jacob. 

MaxMc: That’s a lie. 
Zoe: What if it’s not? She learns you’re having some kind 
of .. . whatever it is we’re having and the next thing | 
know, she’s going to knock at my door and take my 


measurements for the wedding dress. 


MaxMc: | never thought someone would be so scared of 
my mother. 


Zoe: Petrified. 


MaxMc: Don’t worry, I'll never introduce you to her. 
Zoe: (relieved face emoji) 
MaxMc: See you when you're back? 


Zoe: Why don’t you just come to San Diego? You don’t 
like it? What's the big deal? 


MaxMc: | go there often. Who told you that lie? 


Zoe: The point is that you’re either avoiding San Diego or 
Liam’s place. Which one is it? 


MaxMc: Neither. 
Zoe: Don’t lie to me, McCallister. 
MaxMc: His house. 
Zoe: Why? 
MaxMc: His neighbor. | thought . . . | mean it was a great 
weekend but then she didn’t understand the part where | 
said that | don’t do relationships. 
Zoe: Ooh, there’s the tea. 
MaxMc: Don’t you dare tell anyone. 
Zoe: My lips are sealed, but this might cost you. 


MaxMc: No, it'll cost you. 


Zoe: Whatever, it’s time for me to go to the beach. Miss 
me. 


“We said no work this weekend,” Lily says as she approaches me, her 
eyebrows narrowed in suspicion. 

I put away my phone and smile casually, hoping my face isn’t as 
flushed as it feels. “Sorry, it was Lora trying to persuade me to go in 
on Monday. You know how she is,” I lie, because the last thing I want 
is for her to think I’m texting a guy. Especially not a certain tall, dark, 
and annoyingly charming guy. 

I hate not telling her what’s happening right now, but I’m just 
having fun with Max and I feel like telling anyone is going to make it 


too... too much. It’s like I told him the night first time. We can’t go 
all the way because that might make it feel too serious, plus it’ll break 
his rule of never having sex with the same woman twice. 

“We’re leaving Sunday night. You’d be crazy to head back to work 
the next morning,” Audrey says as she hands me a glass of 
champagne. “Lavender lemonade with prosecco.” 

“My favorite,” I say, smiling as I take a sip, grateful for the 
distraction. 

Just like her brother, she’s pretty accommodating with my dietary 
restrictions and always has something on hand, so I don’t feel left out. 
It’s sweet, really. Not that I’m thinking about how sweet Max is. Nope. 
Not at all. 

“Max sent us some groceries and the prosecco because he thought 
he’d be coming but then canceled,” Audrey adds, and I nearly choke 
on my drink. 

“Oh?” I manage to squeak out, trying to sound nonchalant. “That’s 
... thoughtful of him.” 

Lily narrows her eyes at me. “You okay, Zoe? You look a little 
flushed.” 

“Tm fine,” I say, a bit too quickly. “Just . . . excited for our girls’ 
weekend. Yay, us.” 

Thankfully, I didn’t try to become an actress, or I would’ve failed 
miserably. 

As I raise my glass in a hasty toast, I can’t help but wonder what 
Max is up to right now. And why the thought of him makes my heart 
do a little flip. This is just fun, right? Nothing serious. Nothing at all. 

“So let me get this straight, Max was coming?” Lily asks, a little 
baffled. “I thought he hated San Diego.” 

Audrey rolls her eyes. “I’m pretty sure it’s the house. Either way, 
he did send stuff, like gluten-free bread and . . . I mean, it’s cool 
because I was going to go grocery shopping. He actually saved me a 
trip.” 

“Oh,” I mumble, starting to think that maybe he really did this for 
me. Nah, that’s impossible. Isn’t it? 

“Max just texted,” Ethan calls from somewhere in the house where 
he’s talking with Liam. 

“Don’t tell me, he regretted his decision and now he’s coming,” 
Audrey says excitedly. 

“Nope, he just wanted to let me know that he made reservations 
for you guys at some restaurant in La Jolla. The chef has a special 
meal or something.” Liam comes back, exasperated. “I swear 
sometimes he doesn’t trust that I’ll take care of you.” 

Audrey smiles and hugs her fiancé, giving him a swoony kiss. “He 
just wants to make sure everything is perfect. You know how 


protective he is.” 

“Overprotective and a control freak?” Liam teases. 

“Exactly.” Audrey laughs. “But in a good way.” 

I just smile because my mind is telling me something else. I take 
another sip of my champagne. The lavender lemonade and prosecco 
combination is delicious and refreshing. 

Lily nudges me playfully. “So, are we going to take him up on his 
offer and check out this fancy restaurant?” 

“T can’t just eat anywhere,” I remind her, trying not to sound too 
excited about Max’s thoughtfulness, even when it’s not for me. 

“He’s taken care of it,” Ethan says. “I told him about it, and he said 
he’ll arrange it so you don’t feel left out.” 

“Let’s go to the beach,” Audrey suggests. 

But as we gather our things, I can’t help but think about Max and 
his sudden invitation to this restaurant. I grab my phone and text him. 

Zoe: Why this restaurant? 

MaxMc: I want you to enjoy the girls’ weekend, babe. 

Zoe: Another chef who owes you a favor? 

MaxMc: Just enjoy, okay. 

Zoe: Thank you for the groceries. 

MaxMc: Anything for you. Text me late at night—maybe we can still 
have some fun. 

I nearly drop my phone, my cheeks burning. Oh, Max McCallister, 
what are you doing to me? 

“Everything okay?” Lily asks, eyeing me suspiciously. 

“Yep,” I squeak, shoving my phone into my bag. “Just . . . excited 
for the beach. And dinner. You know, normal stuff. Nothing weird at 
all.” 

As we head out, I can’t help but wonder why the thought of Max 
being so thoughtful makes me feel all hot inside. This is just fun, 
right? Just two friends . . . who sometimes skinny dip, use their 
mouths on each other’s bodies and maybe sext. 

Totally normal. Right? 


Chapter Fifteen 
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Sweat trickles down my temple as I secure the last screw into the 
handcrafted mahogany bookcase. At least I feel proud of my 
handiwork. Lil and Eth’s penthouse library is finally coming together, 
rich wood paneling gleaming in the sunlight streaming through the 
floor-to-ceiling windows. I step back, muscles aching from the labor, 
to admire the piece. It’s not that bad if I say so myself. 

The click of heels shatters my moment of pride. My shoulders tense 
like I’ve been hit with a freeze ray. Lily strides in, her megawatt smile 
on full beam, with Zoe right behind her. My hands clench around the 
drill, knuckles whitening as my heart does that stupid flip it always 
does when she’s nearby. 

Zoe. 

Beautiful, infuriating Zoe Harper, who I haven’t been able to see 
all week. And my hopes of taking her for lunch today are gone since 
she’s with her sister already. 

Briefly, I consider escaping through the balcony and climbing 
toward the rooftop so I can take the emergency stairs. Though, that 
seems a little overdramatic. But who can blame me? I have to pretend 
I didn’t miss her one bit or that I don’t need her. Just one nibble, a 
small bite—and if possible, her mouth sucking me. 

I’m just trying to avoid the awkward conversation between us. The 
one that will probably push me to snap at her or make some snarky 
comment about something or other about her perfect life. But it’s the 
only way I know how to resist her charm and that pretty pouty mouth 


I miss. 

Pretty mature, McCallister. I yield, that’s pretty childish, but in my 
defense, I never claimed to be a grown-up. I’m a proud thirty-five- 
year-old man-child, thank you very much. 

Zoe saunters in, hips swaying slightly, wavy light brown hair 
cascading over bare, tanned shoulders dusted with captivating 
freckles. Her striking green eyes meet mine and narrow almost 
imperceptibly. Her full lips quirk into a hint of a smirk, leaving me 
momentarily breathless. 

I look away, busying myself with my toolbox, metal clanging like 
I’m hosting a one-man band. The air crackles with our usual tension— 
a weird cocktail of attraction and annoyance that I can’t quite shake. 

“The library looks amazing,” Lily exclaims, giving Ethan a longing 
kiss and then a quick hug to me. “Thank you so much for helping us 
out, Max.” 

“Of course, my pleasure,” I reply, acutely aware of Zoe’s gaze. 
“Anything for my friends.” 

I glance at her, determined not to let her snub me. I agreed to 
pretend for her, but I’m not going to totally ignore her. “Hello, Zoe,” I 
drawl, my voice sweeter than a caramel latte. 

“Oh, hey, Maximillian.” She barely looks up, her tone as lively as a 
tax audit. 

I can’t resist poking the bear, I’m judicious that way. “So, where’s 
Tom the Tool? Thought he’d be the one doing all this work. Trying to 
be a good brother-in-law and all that shit.” 

Zoe’s smile falters for a nanosecond before she recovers, chin 
lifting defiantly. Her eyes narrow to cat-like slits. “Really, ‘Tom the 
Tool’? Yow’re so immature, Maximillian,” she snaps, each word sharp 
enough to slice bread. 

Though we all think anyone could be a better choice than him, I 
might be the only one who voices it out loud when possible. I don’t 
say that, though. Instead, I flash her a shit-eating grin. “I never 
claimed to be a grown-up—proud to be a man-child, sweetness. So, 
what happened to Tommy boy? Did he finally realize a screwdriver 
isn’t just a vodka-orange juice combo?” 

Lily’s eyes widen, darting between us like she’s watching a 
particularly intense ping-pong match. “Um, guys? Maybe we could—” 

“We broke up, so it’s just me,” Zoe interrupts, her voice flat. “Not 
that it’s any of your business, Maximillian.” 

“Oh, joy,” I say, trying to keep my tone light but unable to hide the 
smirk tugging at my lips. “Well, at least you brought your charm.” 

She rolls her eyes, but there’s no real heat behind it. Her lips 
twitch, fighting a smile. “Don’t worry, Max. I won’t get in your way.” 

“Good to know,” I reply, feeling the familiar mix of annoyance and 


something else I don’t want to acknowledge coiling in my gut. 

My phone buzzes incessantly in my pocket, the vibration against 
my thigh impossible to ignore. I fish it out, frowning at the urgent 
message from my security company—we have an imminent situation 
with a high-profile client, requesting immediate assistance. Fuck. I 
was hoping to get her out of here and... 

Ethan strides in just then, also checking his phone with a furrowed 
brow. I catch his gaze, noting the conflict in his eyes. “It’s fine, I’ve 
got this,” I say, already backing toward the foyer. “You stay and enjoy 
your weekend with your lovely wife and sister-in-law.” 

As I turn to leave, I catch Zoe’s gaze one last time. For a moment, I 
swear I see a flicker of . . . something in those green eyes. 
Disappointment? Relief? But then it’s gone, replaced by a mask of cool 
indifference. 

“You sure?” Ethan asks. 

“Of course, you stay with Mrs. Montgomery and enjoy your 
newlywed life.” I flash a grin I don’t quite feel, thoughts already 
racing ahead to whatever crisis is requesting our presence and who 
we're going to call for this mission. 

With a quick goodbye, I’m out the door, adrenaline already 
pumping, like I’ve just downed a triple espresso. Though even as I step 
into the elevator, a pair of unsettling green eyes still haunts the edges 
of my mind. 


I SLIDE into my Bugatti Chiron, the engine purring to life like a 
contented cat. As I pull out, the scent of Zoe’s jasmine perfume 
lingers, a ghostly reminder of our proximity moments ago. Suddenly, 
I’m transported back to those late-night calls, her laughter echoing 
through the phone as we helped with Lily’s quest. 

Our conversations usually started with Ethan and Lily’s cross- 
country adventure but ended with her telling me about her life and 
me... Well, I never told her much because I enjoyed listening to her 
voice. 

There was something about her that made the world feel more 
vibrant—more alive. 

When she spoke, it was like she painted the air with colors I didn’t 
know existed. Her words would dance around me, each syllable a 
brush stroke of brilliance that left me breathless. She made me see 
things differently and feel things I didn’t think I could. 

In those moments, everything else faded away, and all that 
mattered was the sound of her voice. The usual background noise of 
my life—the constant hum of work, the weight of responsibilities—all 


of it disappeared. She was more than just a beautiful distraction; she 
was a reminder that there’s still magic in the world, and maybe, just 
maybe, I wanted to be a part of that magic. 

My heart would race and my palms would sweat as I hung on her 
every word. It was as if she held the key to a part of myself I never 
knew existed. A part that believed in possibility, in connection, in 
something beyond the carefully constructed fortress of my bachelor 
lifestyle. 

But of course, it was all an illusion. She was like a siren who could 
enchant me with her voice, but once I couldn’t hear her, the spell 
broke. Reality would come crashing back like a tidal wave, leaving me 
disoriented and slightly hollow. The colors would fade, the magic 
dissipating like mist in the morning sun, leaving me to wonder if it 
had ever really been there at all. 

But then . . . then she left Tom and now I don’t even know what 
we're doing. Am I just helping her learn how to live, or could there be 
something more? These rules we’ve set up feel like minefields, ready 
to explode with the force of a supernova if we take one wrong step. 

I grip the steering wheel tighter, my knuckles turning white. It’s 
too soon to think either way because she’s just getting out of a 
relationship and hasn’t lived enough. Sure, she’s thirty-two and a 
successful lawyer, but she’s lived her life by her parents’ rules. 

I shake my head, forcing myself back to the present. My knuckles 
whiten as I grip the steering wheel, willing the thoughts of her away. 
The streets of Boston blur past as I weave through traffic, horns 
blaring in my wake. My mind switches gears from personal to 
professional, the familiar mask of composure sliding back into place. 

My fingers drum impatiently on the steering wheel as I dial Caleb’s 
number, and the call connects through the car’s Bluetooth. 

“Hey, Max,” Caleb answers on the first ring, his tone brisk and 
businesslike. 

“Hey, Cal, where are you?” I ask, swerving around a slow-moving 
SUV. 

“Already in the San Diego office,” he replies, the faint sound of 
keyboards clacking in the background. 

“What’s the situation?” I press the accelerator, the engine roaring 
as I speed through a yellow light, narrowly avoiding a collision. 

“There’s been a cybersecurity breach at First National Bank. 
Hackers drained a significant amount from several high-profile 
accounts overnight. We need to stop the threat and recover the stolen 
funds,” Caleb explains, his voice tight and urgent. 

I pull into the parking garage of our building, tires screeching as I 
brake hard into a spot. “Any idea who’s behind it?” I ask, stepping 
into the elevator and jabbing the button for our floor. 


“Not yet. We’re running traces and analyzing the breach vectors, 
but these guys are good. They’ve covered their tracks well,” Caleb 
replies, frustration evident in his voice. 

The elevator dings, and I stride down the hall, my footsteps 
echoing in the quiet corridor. “Alright, mobilize the team. I’m almost 
there,” I say, my hand already on the door handle to our office. “We 
need to lock down the system, track the breach, and start the recovery 
process immediately. We can’t let them get away with this.” 

“fm on it,” Caleb says. “When you arrive just connect to 
StreamTalk so we can do this together. See you in a bit.” 

As I push open the door to our bustling office, the familiar buzz of 
urgency fills the air. That’s when I receive a message from Zoe. 


Zoe: So | take it we’re not seeing each other today either? 


MaxMc: Nope, and can we rethink the whole ‘I don’t like 
you’ lie, because | fucking like you, Zoe Harper. 


Zoe: Did | tell you your mom is trying to convince Audrey 

to bring Suzy’s niece to the wedding—maybe you two can 

hit it off? It'll be another Cohen-McCallister happy ending. 
MaxMc: You’re lying. 

Zoe: Ask Liam when you can. If she ever finds out about 

me... |’d have to disappear—witness protection program 

and all the jazz. 


MaxMc: Fine, we'll continue this the way you want it, but 
you owe me. 


Zoe: What do | owe you? 
MaxMc: A blow job, of course. Miss me, beautiful. 


Zoe: You're insatiable, Max. | might just have to oblige. 
But what about you? What do | get in return? 


MaxMc: Anything you want, baby. I'll make it worth your 
while. | promise you won't be disappointed. 


Zoe: | want to feel your hands all over me, making me beg 
for more. Maybe I'll let you tie me up and maybe I'll let you 
break the rules and have your way with me. 


MaxMc: Fuck, Zoe. You're going to make it hard to focus 


today. 


Zoe: | want to hear you groan my name when you come, 
Max. Just thinking about it makes me wet. 


MaxMc: You're killing me, baby. I’m already hard just 
reading your texts. 


Zoe: Good. | want you worked up, thinking about my 
mouth wrapped around your cock while you’re trying to get 
through your meetings. 


MaxMc: Trust me, | am. And when | get my hands on you, 
I’m going to make you scream my name. 


Zoe: I'll be counting down the minutes, Max. Don’t keep 
me waiting too long. 


MaxMc: | won't. And Zoe? 
Zoe: Yes? 


MaxMc: Make sure you’re ready for me. Because the next 
time | see you, I’m not holding back. 


Zoe: Promises, promises. 


Chapter Sixteen 


MaxMc: Are you ever going to leave your sister's house? 
Zoe: (laughing maniacally) 

MaxMc: What does that mean? 
Zoe: Cleo is back from her trip. We're actually being held against 
our will because according to Mom, our big sister needs us. She 
doesn’t understand why Lily and | can be there for each other but 
we can’t be nice to Cleo. 

MaxMc: Why can’t you be nice to Cleo? 
Zoe: Because when we’re nice to her she takes advantage of us. 
We're just setting boundaries. It doesn’t mean that | wouldn't help 
her bury a body if she needs it. | just prefer not to hang out with 


her often. She’s my sister, not my friend. 


MaxMc: Huh, that’s . . . | never thought that one could be 
separated from the other. 


Zoe: You're friends with Jacob and Audrey. 


MaxMc: Yeah, but then you see Ethan and Dominic and . . . well, 
of course it’s not the same. They can’t get along because he’s an 
asshole. 


Zoe: That’s probably why Dom and Cleo were so perfect for each 
other. 


MaxMc: So, can we do something tonight? 

Zoe: Nope. We’re having a sleepover. (groans loudly) 
MaxMc: Let’s try again tomorrow. 

Zoe: There’s always Monday. 
MaxMc: Sorry, babe. I’m going to be out of town all week. 


Zoe: I'll just miss you then. 


MaxMc: Same, but we'll find the time. 


Chapter Seventeen 


I WALK into Lily penthouse for what seems like the 
millionth time : er rushes over to greet me, 
enveloping me hug. “Yay, I knew you would 
make it.” 

She makes it 
demanding, and if 
me out of our parents’ hotts® How is that optional? I blame Max and 
his busy schedule for this. He’s not available, therefore I have nothing 
to do and my sister thinks I’m a loser who needs saving. 

I force a smile, hoping it passes as genuine and not the kind of 
smile you give when you're trying not to step on a Lego. “Of course, 
Lil. You know I always love coming to visit.” 

She smiles, thinking I’m actually being genuine. 

That’s one of the things I learned during my debate team years, to 
school my face and make sure everyone believes my lies. I have the 
best poker face; such a shame that I’m a terrible player, though. 

“You’re coming to brunch tomorrow, right?” she suddenly asks. 

“I wish I could, but I agreed to go to the farmer’s market with 
Mom,” I lie, because if everything goes well, Max is going to be free 
tomorrow and we will . . . I don’t know what we’re doing. It’s a 
Saturday so he might come up with some crazy idea, like bungee 
jumping or getting a tattoo. Anything is better than this. 

Listen, it’s not that I don’t enjoy seeing my sister—I do. But ever 
since the breakup with Tom left me friendless, these get-togethers 
have started to feel like I’m invading her privacy. 

Lily and Ethan just got married, and instead of being in their so- 
called ‘honeymoon period,’ they have to deal with me. I think it’d be 
best if I disappeared from their sight for a few weeks, but knowing my 
sister, she won’t let that happen. She claims it’s the least she could do 
for me since I’m always there for her. But I’m here for her because I 
love her and she’s my little sister. I have to look out for her. 

I follow Lily into the expansive living room, my eyes skimming 


over the familiar faces gathered there—Ethan, Caleb, and his new date 
who will probably disappear by the end of the weekend. And then my 
gaze snags on him. Max McCallister. I frown. What happened to “let’s 
avoid being in the same place?” 

He hates that I ignore him, but I really don’t want people to make 
a big deal of our arrangement. We're friends with benefits . . . great 
benefits even. Not that we’ve done much since that night at his 
penthouse. Lately it feels like all we do is text each other just to make 
sure the other is alive. 

“Hello, everyone,” I say, greeting them and staying as far from 
Max as possible. 

“Zoe.” Max inclines his head in greeting, one corner of his mouth 
ticking up in that infuriatingly sexy smirk. Oh no, he’s going to be 
teasing the fuck out of me. I can feel it in my bones. “I had no idea 
you’d be joining us for game night. Ready to lose again?” 

My mouth opens slightly, seriously? He didn’t know? We texted 
about it, he agreed to. . . I can’t remember what he agreed to though. 
Behave, not tease me or. . . He’s going to ignore our agreement, isn’t 
he? In exchange I'll give him the blow job of a lifetime—whatever 
that is. 

I shoot him my fakest smile. “I’m a glutton for misery and all that.” 

“T would’ve never guessed it,” he says casually. 

“T was thinking we should start with Pictionary,” Lily says, and I 
suppose that’s my cue not to say anything back to Max. 

I plaster on a smile, hoping it looks more enthusiastic than it feels. 
Inside, I’m cringing. Pictionary? Really? My eyes dart to Max, and I 
catch a flicker of the same sentiment in his expression. We shouldn’t 
be here. Maybe if he hadn’t had a last-minute emergency yesterday we 
could’ve . . . I don’t know what we were planning on doing today but 
this wasn’t it. 

“Sounds great,” I say, my voice a tad too bright. Max’s eyes meet 
mine, and there’s a moment of silent commiseration before his usual 
smirk reappears. 

“Want anything to drink, Zoe?” Ethan asks from the bar as he 
pours Macallan into some tumblers. 

“Cosmo, water . . . poison,” I mumble the last word under my 
breath. As I said, I love my sister, but I think being here is a bad idea. 

“You like tequila,” Ethan says. “I’ll make you a blackberry paloma 
—we learned that from our mixology class last week.” 

“We did,” my sister says, smirking and flirting with her husband. 
Somehow, I think something happened during the class or after. These 
two are disgustingly in love—and keep fucking like rabbits anywhere 
they go. I wouldn’t be surprised if she tells me that they did it in the 
janitor’s closet or somewhere in the middle of the class. 


I’m not shaming her, only a little jealous that she has someone 
who loves her so much, he can’t seem to keep his hands to himself. 

“The grapefruit soda has high-fructose corn syrup,” Max says, 
sounding casually. “Isn’t that like, bad for you, Zoe?” 

Thanks to him, I go from a fun drink to a just plain glass of water. I 
glare at him, but he shrugs with a smugness that makes me want to 
throw him from the balcony. 

“There’s food on the table,” Ethan deflects the conversation. “Pizza 
—gluten free—and some finger food we picked up at the store.” 

“Thank you,” I mumble, but my voice gets lost as Lily begins to 
explain the rules of Pictionary. 

I choose not to pay attention since everyone knows what 
Pictionary is and head for some pizza. When I’m back in my seat, I 
notice Max’s intense gaze boring into me from across the room, and 
the sinking realization that getting through another night here while 
maintaining my sanity is going to be an uphill battle. But Ill grit my 
teeth and bear it. 

Ethan clears his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. “Actually, I 
was thinking we could mix things up and play Charades instead. What 
do you all say? Not everyone is an artist like you, babe. Max can 
barely draw a stick figure.” 

Max mouths something I can only guess is the word asshole, but 
there are murmurs of agreement from around the room. I’m okay with 
it until I get paired with none other than Max. Great. 

Max shifts, drawing my gaze like a magnet. He’s grinning at me. 
“Well, at least this time you'll win,” he says. The jerk. 

I meet his stare head-on, determined not to let him see how much 
he affects me. “Lucky me,” I deadpan. 

It’s just a game. I can handle being Max’s partner for a few rounds 
of Charades where I have to guess a movie. Movies are my jam. How 
hard can it be? 

But as he makes his way over to stand beside me, his arm brushing 
against mine and sending sparks skittering across my skin, I’m not so 
sure. Can we just head to a room and... Nope. We can’t do anything 
other than try to get through the night. Ugh. It’s going to be a long 
night. 

The first round begins, and Max steps up to draw a card from the 
pile. He reads it, his brow furrowing slightly, then turns to me. 
“Ready?” 

I nod, steeling myself. “As I'll ever be.” 

Max starts acting out the clue. He pounds his chest dramatically 
and makes exaggerated swinging motions. I try to focus, to guess the 
answer, but my mind keeps wandering to the way his shirt stretches 
across his broad shoulders, the flex of his biceps as he gestures. 


“Thirty seconds left,” Lily calls out, pulling me out of my head. 

“Uh, a monkey?” I blurt out, grasping at straws. 

Max pauses, shaking his head. He mimes something else, more 
exaggerated this time. 

“King Kong?” I guess again, growing frustrated. 

The buzzer sounds, and Lily announces, “Time’s up!” 

Max drops his arms, sighing. “It was Tarzan. Come on, Zoe.” He 
thumps his chest again. “See, me Tarzan, you Jane. It’s so simple.” 

I bristle at his jab. “Well, maybe if your acting skills were better, I 
would’ve gotten it.” 

“Or maybe if you weren’t so distracted checking me out, you 
could’ve focused on the game,” he shoots back, smirking. 

I gawk at him. “Checking you out? You’re so arrogant. I was trying 
to figure out”—I gesture toward him and then swing my arms like he 
did—“what you were trying to do.” 

Max leans in closer, his smirk widening. “Sure, you were. Just 
confess that you find me hot and we can move on with our lives, Zo.” 

I open my mouth to retort, but Ethan steps in, raising his hands. 
“Alright, alright, let’s keep it civil. It’s just a game, remember?” 

I roll my eyes but bite back my next comment. 

I draw a card, my eyes scanning the clue. Great. I have to act out 
“Romeo and Juliet.” With Max guessing. The universe clearly hates 
me. 

I take a deep breath and start miming, trying to convey star- 
crossed lovers. I place a hand on my heart dramatically, then mime 
drinking poison and collapsing to the ground. 

Max just stares at me blankly, his eyes narrowed. “Uh, two people 
fighting?” he guesses. 

I shake my head, trying again. I clasp my hands to my heart, then 
pretend to drink poison again, adding a tragic expression for 
emphasis. 

“Suicide?” Max asks, raising an eyebrow. “Snow White?” 

“Time’s up,” Lily announces, barely suppressing a laugh. 

I drop my hands, glaring at him. “Romeo and Juliet, you idiot. The 
most famous love story of all time?” 

Max scoffs. “More like the most overrated tragedy. And I’m the 
idiot? You’re the one who thought Tarzan was King Kong.” 

We stare each other down, the tension crackling between us. I’m 
acutely aware of everyone else watching, of Lily’s barely suppressed 
laughter, but I can’t seem to break away from Max’s intense gaze. 

It’s going to be a miracle if we make it through this game without 
killing each other . . . or giving in to this maddening attraction. I just 
need his mouth, nothing else. 

The game proceeds, each round more excruciating than the last. 


Every time it’s our turn, Max and I bicker, our competitiveness 
overriding any attempt at civility. 

“A horse,” I yell, watching Max gallop around the room. 

“It’s cowboy,” he shouts back. “The movie is The Cowboys—with 
John Wayne.” 

We groan in unison, glaring at each other. 

Lily giggles, leaning against Ethan. “You two are honestly the 
worst team I’ve ever seen.” 

“It’s not my fault your sister is impossible to work with,” Max 
grumbles. 

I bristle, my cheeks flushing. “Me? You’re the one who can’t act to 
save his life.” 

We're standing now, facing off like rival boxers in a ring. I can feel 
the heat radiating off Max’s body, see the fire in his eyes. It’s 
infuriating . . . and intoxicating. 

“Okay, okay,” Ethan intervenes, placing a hand on Max’s shoulder. 
“Let’s take a break, yeah? Before you two burn the place down with 
all that tension.” 

Max and I look away from each other, both slightly abashed. As 
everyone else heads to the kitchen for snacks, I slump back onto the 
couch, my heart racing. 

This is going to be the longest night of my life. Stuck here, with 
Max, pretending we want to rip each other’s heads off, instead rip 
each other’s clothes off. 

I’m not sure which is worse, but I wouldn’t mind getting some sex 
out of this deal. Oral has been great, but the last time I had a guy 
inside me . . . Well, it’s been long and after everything we’ve done, I 
need it. 

Need. 

It. 


Chapter Eighteen 


Zoe 


MaxMc: Morning. 


Zoe: Hey, | didn’t know if you'd be talking to me again 
after | handed your ass to you in chess. 


MaxMc: | let you win—you have some crazy competitive 
streak, lady. 


Zoe: It’s just normal. 
MaxMc: You keep telling yourself that. | just can’t 
understand why you stayed at your sister’s yesterday. We 
could’ve had a sleepover. 
Zoe: We don’t do sleepovers—it’s a rule, remember? 
MaxMc: | added it, which means | can take it away too. 


Zoe: That’s not how this works. 


MaxMc: I’m not here to argue rules. What are you doing 
today? 


Zoe: Hopefully something fun? What do you have in store, 
big guy? 


MaxMc: | have something to show you. Where are you? 
Zoe: Is it something thick, long, and yummy? 


MaxMc: Focus, beautiful. We can talk about my dick later. 
Can you tell me where you are? 


Zoe: Taking Roger out for a walk. 
MaxMc: You're at your parents’ already? 


Zoe: Yeah, left the Montgomerys’ place at six in the 
morning. | didn’t want to stay with them all day because, 


according to my sister, | don’t have a life. 


MaxMc: Well, it seems like you don’t since you’re always 
at their place. 


Zoe: Because they dragged me there thinking I’m lonely. 
It’s all your fault, you know? 


MaxMc: How? 


Zoe: It’s a cycle. You say we’re doing something. | leave 
work earlyish, go to my place earlier to change, and then 
you cancel on me. Mom messages Lily because she 
thinks I’m pathetic, and my amazing little sister ends up 
dragging me to her place. 


MaxMc: Sorry, but | think | have the remedy for all that. I'll 
pick you up in twenty. 


Zoe: Remedy, you say? 


MaxMc: Be ready. 


“Well, this is unexpected,” I say, as I take in the sight before us. Max 
and I stand outside an old brownstone, its rich, deep red bricks 
complemented by winding ivy that gives the building a timeless, 
almost magical feel. 

“You like it?” Max asks, his grin as wide as a kid on Christmas 
morning. “Like it so much that you would even live here?” 

I nod, drinking in the character of the place—something Max’s 
sleek, modern high-rise completely lacks. It’s older than my 
brownstone, but still adorable and definitely something I’d consider if 
I could afford it. “Why are we here?” 

Max’s eyes sparkle with excitement. “I found a studio available for 
sublease here. Thought you might like to see it.” 

My heart skips a beat. As much as I love my parents, I’m ready to 
leave the nest—again. But is this for me, or for him? “A sublease, 
huh?” I ask, trying to keep my voice casual while wondering if I can 
snatch it away from him. 

“Why don’t we take a look, and you can tell me what you think 
about it?” he suggests, gesturing toward the entrance. 

I quirk an eyebrow at him. “So you’re making a change from 
soulless and cold to cozy? That shows growth, McCallister. What are 
they asking for?” I ask, knowing Beacon Hill rent is crazier than my 
Aunt Mildred after three martinis and two shots of tequila. 


“Two-thousand, one-month deposit,” he says as we enter the 
brownstone. 

My breath catches. That’s . . . surprisingly affordable. I'll fight him 
for it if I have to. 

The hallway is narrow but charming, with intricate molding and a 
slightly creaky wooden floor. We climb the stairs, our footsteps 
echoing in the stairwell. On the third floor, Max mentions it has access 
to the rooftop, too. 

When we get inside the studio, I’m pleasantly surprised. It’s cozy 
but not cramped—one open area big enough for a full-size bed, a 
couch, and a table. The bathroom is surprisingly spacious, there’s a 
sizable closet (hello, shoe collection), and a compact but functional 
kitchen. 

“This place has so much potential,” I say, my mind racing with 
decorating ideas. 

“Well?” Max asks, watching me expectantly, his hands shoved in 
his pockets. 

I spin around, taking it all in. “It’s . . . perfect,” I breathe. Then 
reality hits. “But Max, why are you showing me this? Are you 
planning on leasing it or .. .” I trail off, hoping against hope that he 
found it for me. 

He shrugs, trying to look casual but not quite pulling it off. “I just 
thought . . . maybe you’d like a change of scenery. Somewhere your 
family won’t barge in all the time, and your sister won’t be tracking 
your every move. Seems like they’re meddling a lot.” 

“Tt’s out of love,” I correct him automatically, though I can’t help 
but smile. My heart swells at his thoughtfulness, even as a tiny voice 
in my head wonders what this means for us. 

There’s no us, Zoe, I chide myself. It’s so hard sometimes to remind 
myself that we’re not dating. He’s a friend, we share some benefits and 
that’s all. Maybe I have to tell him that all those nice things he does 
for me are confusing the fuck out of me. Next thing I know, I’ll be 
claiming to be in love with him and will get my heart broken. 

“Sure, meddling is love.” He rolls his eyes. 

“Tt is,” I assure him. 

“The point is that if you move here, you'll have a little peace and 
quiet. Also, if I finish working at midnight, I can just drop by and say 
hello,” he says with a wink, stepping closer. His playful grin sends a 
thrill through me. 

Before I can respond, Max closes the distance between us, his hand 
gently cupping my cheek. His touch is electric, and my breath hitches. 
He leans in slowly, his eyes locked on mine, and the anticipation 
makes my heart race. 

When his lips finally meet mine, the kiss is intense, full of 


unspoken desire. His other hand finds its way to my lower back, 
pulling me closer as he deepens the kiss. The world around us fades 
away, leaving only the sensation of his mouth moving against mine. 
His kiss is demanding and consuming, and I melt into him, my knees 
going weaker than his promise to stop breaking rules. 

Max’s fingers tangle in my hair, and I feel a surge of heat as the 
kiss grows more fervent. It’s as if he’s pouring all his emotions into 
this one moment, and I’m helpless to do anything but respond in kind. 
When he finally pulls away, we’re both breathing heavily, and I can 
see the raw intensity in his eyes. 

“See?” he murmurs, his forehead resting against mine. “It’s a win- 
win.” 

Still dazed by the kiss, I try to compose myself and narrow my 
gaze. “Is this your way of getting me closer to your place?” 

He gasps in mock offense. “I would never. But . . . if it happens to 
be conveniently located, who am I to complain?” 

I can’t help but laugh. “You’re incorrigible, McCallister.” 

“That’s why you like me.” He winks, looking far too pleased with 
himself. 

As I look around the charming studio again, I can’t help but 
wonder: is this just another fun adventure with Max, or is it something 
more? And why does the thought of “something more” not terrify me 
as much as it should? 

We’re just friends who happen to have fun together and are 
teaching each other a thing or two about life. Right? 

“So, what are you thinking?” He interrupts my thoughts, his voice 
softer than usual. “I can have the contract ready for you by this 
afternoon. Do you want it?” 

“Yes. I love it,” I admit, trying not to sound too eager. 

Max watches me, a smile playing on his lips. “I’m glad you love it. 
You deserve a place that feels like home.” 

I bite my lip, fighting the urge to kiss him again. “And where 
exactly would you fit into this new home of mine, Mr. McCallister?” 

His eyes twinkle mischievously. “Oh, I’m sure we could find a spot 
for me. Maybe right here?” He pulls me close again, and as our lips 
meet, I can’t help but think that maybe, just maybe, home isn’t always 
a place. Sometimes, it’s a person. I just have to remind myself that this 
person is temporary, just like the studio. 


Chapter Nineteen 


MaxMc: Seriously, you’re choosing your sister and Ethan again? 
Zoe: What? 
MaxMc: You’re moving this weekend, | had plans for us and 
Ethan just told me he’s helping you move to a studio you found 
this past weekend. 
Zoe: What do you mean they’re helping me move? 
MaxMc: You didn’t know? 
Zoe: Obviously. |... ugh. Mom. That was Mom. | told her Sunday 
night that | found the studio and they would allow me to move this 
upcoming weekend. She said they couldn’t help me—I never 
asked—but not to worry. 
MaxMc: And you say my mother is the meddling one. 


Zoe: | didn’t say that, | just repeated what your sister told me. 


MaxMc: She does have wedding books ready for me and Jacob, 
just in case our brides-to-be don’t have something like that. 


Zoe: (skull emoji) 

MaxMc: Stop, or I'll tell her you and | are an item. 
Zoe: We’re NOT an item. 

MaxMc: | know, but it doesn’t matter. She'll try to get us together. 
Zoe: You'll be shooting yourself in the foot. 


MaxMc: Not if | take a long term assignment and disappear for 
months. 


Zoe: | don’t like you. 
MaxMc: You think I’m happy with you? This was our weekend. 


Zoe: Sorry. I'll tell Lily that. . . | can’t tell her anything without 


mentioning you. Ugh, you’re right. The weekend is ruined. 


MaxMc: By the way, all the utilities are included. You don’t have to 
set up anything. 


Zoe: This is the perfect place. Tell your friend that I’m grateful. 
MaxMc: I'll make sure to tell him. 


Zoe: And you're sure that he won’t kick me out before my place is 
ready next year, right? 


MaxMc: I’m sure. 
Zoe: Thank you, Max. You’re the best. 


MaxMc: You still owe me a BJ (make it two). Miss me, babe. 


Chapter Twenty 
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“Zoe, watch out for that—” Lily’s warning comes a second too late. 

My toe catches on an uneven paving stone, and I stumble forward. 
The box flies from my grasp, spilling its contents across the sidewalk. 
A sea of law books and case files spreads before me. 

“Oh, sweetie,” Lily coos, rushing to my side. She sets down the 
vase of silk flowers she’d been carrying and starts gathering the 
scattered papers. Her brow furrows as she glances at me, concern 
etched in her eyes. 

“T’m fine,” I mutter, more to myself than to her. “Just peachy.” 

Ethan emerges from the building, his t-shirt damp with sweat. He 
takes in the scene and lets out a low whistle. “Looks like someone’s 
having a case of the Mondays . . . on a Saturday. I told you, we 
should’ve called Max and Caleb to help us. This might be small, but 
the load would’ve been lighter for all of us.” 

I shoot him a glare, but can’t help the small smile tugging at my 
lips. “Very funny, Ethan. How about making yourself useful instead of 
trying a new career, standup comedian isn’t your call,” I say not even 
acknowledging the fact that he wanted Max here. I don’t think so. 

Thankfully, this weekend I don’t have to put up with game night or 
. .. whatever they come up with. I’m moving and Max is in San Diego. 
It’s not like I’m keeping tabs on him, I just happened to hear that last 
weekend and I have a great memory when it’s convenient. 

Ethan grins and starts scooping up books. “Hey, I just hauled your 
couch up four flights of stairs. I think I’ve earned the right to crack a 


few jokes.” 

As we gather the last of the scattered items, I straighten up and 
survey my new building. The brick structure looms before me, its 
weathered facade a huge contrast to the sleek high-rise I shared with 
Tom but closer to the brownstone I hope to get back in a few months. 

Inside the bare studio, I absorb the dingy walls and scuffed wood 
floors. Meager furnishings—a bed, small table, and now the couch— 
occupy the space. But even though this is nothing like what I’m used 
to, I see potential. Do I regret selling my furniture when I moved out 
of Tom’s place? Not really. 

“Earth to Zoe.” Lily waves a hand in front of my face. “Where’d 
you go just now?” 

I shake my head, forcing a smile. “Nowhere. Just . . . taking it all 
in.” 

Lily links her arm through mine as we head inside. “I know it’s 
hard to live with our parents, but you could’ve stayed with us until 
the lease was over.” 

I wave a hand and shake my head. “I appreciate your hospitality, 
but Mom wouldn’t have loved it. She was always protesting when I 
left her place to stay with you. I really can’t continue listening to 
that.” 

She sighs, “You’re right. Mom can be a lot sometimes, but I love 
her.” 

“Love her too, and now that I’m out, I can make her believe I’m 
living the dream,” I say with a deadpan expression, but I can’t quite 
mask the excitement bubbling beneath the surface. This might not be 
the life I planned, but it’s mine. And for the first time in years, I feel a 
spark of something that seems suspiciously like hope. 

Of course, my sister—and my family in general—thinks this move 
is reckless and rash. Mom still thinks that I could’ve tried to fix my 
relationship and compromise, but could I really compromise? I want 
more from my career, my life. To make a real difference, not just 
chase prestige and partnership. Most of all, I want a man who loves 
me unconditionally and wants the same family I do. 

Lily’s expression softens. “I get it, I do. It’s just... a big leap.” 

“Tf you recall, I was pretty supportive about your midlife crisis,” I 
remind her. “It wasn’t easy to let my sister go on a road trip with a 
dangerous stranger—” 

“Hey, I resent that. I was a trustworthy stranger,” Ethan interrupts 
as he installs the base for the flatscreen. 

“We didn’t know you back then. You could’ve been a serial killer 
for all we knew,” I protest, not adding that everything they’ve done 
since they met has been abrupt. And even though things worked out 
for them, it was still risky. 


“But I wasn’t,” he insists and grins like an idiot in love, waggling 
his eyebrows at Lily. “Just her soulmate.” 

Lily blushes, a soppy smile spreading across her face. I mime 
gagging. 

“Anyway, back to my current situation. This isn’t a midlife crisis, 
more like hitting the reset button,” I admit aloud, ignoring his 
comment about him and my sister. “But I know I need to try. To find 
my own path, even if it’s a bit unconventional.” 

I stand up, pacing the small space. “There are so many people out 
there who need legal help but can’t afford it. What if I could make a 
real difference in their lives?” 

Ethan nods in understanding. “Well, when you're ready to start 
looking for office space, I’ve got a few realtor friends who might be 
able to help. Just say the word.” 

As I speak, the idea takes hold, growing more solid with each 
word. “I could start my own practice, focus on pro bono work. It 
wouldn’t be easy, but it would be meaningful. Purposeful.” 

But then, there’s the thought of what Mom and Dad might think? 
They’ve always been so proud of their corporate lawyer daughter. And 
what about my plans for the future? I’d always imagined Id be settled 
down by now, maybe even starting a family. How will this change 
things? 

I shake my head, trying to dispel the thoughts. I can’t let fear hold 
me back. Not anymore and it’s not like I’m quitting tomorrow. Ill plan 
and do it when the time is right. 

“T know it won’t be easy,” I say, more to myself than to them. “But 
I have to try. I have to see what I’m capable of, on my own terms.” 

Lily squeezes my hand, her eyes shining with understanding. 
“You’ve got this, Zo. And we’ve got your back.” 

After we finish setting up, Lily and Ethan leave but not without 
reminding me that next week we’re heading to Fiji for Audrey and 
Liam’s wedding. And yes, another wedding where I’ll be a bridesmaid 
—this time I’m going without a date. It’s going to be torture. 

I settle onto the couch, surveying the few unpacked boxes that 
remain. The late afternoon sunlight slants through the windows, 
casting long shadows across the hardwood floor. 

There are so many people out there who need legal help but can’t 
afford it. What if I could make a real difference in their lives? The 
more I consider it, the more the idea takes hold. I could start my own 
practice, focus on pro bono work. It wouldn’t be easy, especially at 
first. But it would be meaningful. Impactful. 

I make a few notes on my phone about how I can approach these 
new ideas. It’s not something I'll do right away, but maybe within the 
next year? 


Then there’s the question of my personal life. ’'ve been so focused 
on Tom and my career for so long, I’ve barely given a thought to 
dating, to starting a family someday. Will this new venture consume 
all of my time and energy, leaving no room for anything else? 

I shake my head, trying to dispel the swirling thoughts. One step at 
a time, I remind myself. Focus on the present and the opportunities 
that lie ahead. The rest will work itself out in time. 


Chapter Twenty-One 


Zoe: You’re out of town until further notice? 
MaxMc: Who told you that? 


Zoe: Audrey said that you won't be available until the wedding—in 
three weeks. 


MaxMc: Ugh, | didn’t want you to find out like that. 
Zoe: How was | supposed to find out? 

MaxMc: Have you arrived at your studio yet? 
Zoe: Nope. 


MaxMc: Text me when you’re there. 


Chapter Twenty- Two 


Zoe: You got me flowers and dinner and .. . this is quite adorable. 


MaxMc: Expect this for the next three weeks, since | won't be able 
to wine you, dine you and. . . did you see inside the box? 


Zoe: You got me sex toys?! 
MaxMc: Yep, | need to take care of you. 
Zoe: You're a very strange man, McCallister. 


MaxMc: You're . . . beautiful and hopefully understanding. I'll try to 
text you as often as | can, but if not I'll see you at the wedding. 


Zoe: Thank you for this nice surprise, Max. I’m truly going to miss 
you. 


MaxMc: Same. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 
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champagne flutes, smiling™fdces. Ugh, everyone’s so damn happy. I 
clamp my eyes shut again, cranking up the volume. 

A gentle tap on my arm makes me nearly jump out of my skin. I 
yank off my headphones to find Lily beaming at me like she’s just won 
the lottery. 

“Earth to Zoe,” she says, her eyes twinkling. “I’ve been trying to 
get your attention.” 

“Sorry,” I mutter, my cheeks warming. “Just . . . really into this 
song. Maybe next time this band is on tour I’ll go and see them.” 

Lily quirks an eyebrow, her expression screaming ‘Yeah, right.’ 
“Sure, Sis. That’s why you look like you’re about to hurl. Here.” She 
thrusts a flute of bubbly into my hand. “I come bearing liquid 
courage.” 

I accept the glass, mustering up a smile that feels more like a 
grimace. “Thanks.” 

“To tropical paradise,” Lily toasts. We clink glasses, the crystal 
ringing softly. 

The champagne fizzes on my tongue, but it does nothing to 
untangle the knots in my stomach. I’m a fish out of water here, and 
not just because we’re thirty thousand feet in the air in a plane that 
feels more like a fancy tin can than a reliable mode of transportation. 

And then there’s this wedding crashing feeling that feels 
spectacularly weird. I understand they invited me to be here, and I’m 
even a bridesmaid but . . . I’m totally feeling out of place. 

“Zoe?” Lily’s voice cuts through my spiral. “You look like you’re 
mentally redecorating the plane. What’s up?” 


I nod quickly, my ponytail bouncing. “Yeah, just . . . you know. 
Thinking about bridesmaid duties.” Oh my God, I’m such a liar. That’s 
not even a thing. We already had the bachelorette party that Lily 
organized and well, my sister is her maid of honor. I have nothing to 
do other than walk down the aisle with a cute flouncy dress and be 
supportive. Why couldn’t I come up with some other excuse, 
something more . . . simple and believable? 

“Relax, Zo. This is supposed to be fun, remember?” Fun. Right. 
Because what’s more fun than being the eternal bridesmaid? At least 
for Lily’s wedding, I brought Tom. Now . . . well, I’m alone. 

Lily squeezes my hand, her touch warm and comforting. “It’ll be 
great. Trust me.” 

I take another sip—bigger this time. There’s not enough 
champagne in this plane to make me feel at ease. As my sister stares at 
me with worry, I smile and say, “You're right. I’m just anxious.” 

As she turns to chat with someone else, I slip my headphones back 
on. The music swells, drowning out the excited chatter around me. I 
close my eyes, willing myself to believe her words, but doubt gnaws at 
the edges of my mind. 

The plane shakes, jolting me out of my thoughts. I grip the 
armrests, my knuckles turning white. Deep breaths, Zoe. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, we just hit a pocket of turbulence. A bit of 
rough air. Nothing to worry about,” the pilot’s voice crackles over the 
intercom. 

Nothing to worry about . . . I would feel better if I were flying this 
thing. Not that I know how to pilot, but being in control usually calms 
me down. 

Chill, Zoe. You’ve had rougher flights, why are you so edgy? 

The answer doesn’t come to me. There’s just something strange 
about this trip. I peek out the window, clouds streaming past us at 
dizzying speeds. The vast expanse of blue below is both beautiful and 
terrifying. Kind of like this whole trip. 

My phone buzzes. When I check it, I groan. It’s just another text 
from Mom. I’m not sure that connecting to the plane’s Wi-Fi was a 
good idea; she keeps sending me messages. She’s concerned that Ill 
have some kind of nervous breakdown like Cleo did after she broke up 
with her fiancé only weeks before her wedding. 

Cleo was MIA for months, trying to find herself. At least that’s 
what we thought was happening. She just traveled around the world 
spending the money she got from a settlhement—Dominic broke the 
engagement and they ended up in court. I had no idea any of that 
happened. The only details we know is that her trip was great. And I 
got to see every picture she took. 

Thankfully, Mom’s message is simple this time: Dad and I are 


having a date night. I hope you’re having a great flight, sweetie. Don’t 
forget to mingle, get yourself out there more. 

I roll my eyes so hard I’m surprised they don’t get stuck. Even 
miles above the earth, I can’t escape her not-so-subtle hints about my 
love life. Or lack thereof. 

Slipping my phone back into my bag, I catch sight of the ankle 
bracelet Tom gave me last Christmas. Ugh, why do I still have this? 
It’s been months since our breakup, and I still find things that remind 
me of him. I should’ve shoved it in the memory box that I’ve yet to 
burn to crisp. But how can I when it’s so pretty? And though it hurts 
me a little, I take it off and shove it in my purse. Later I’ll dispose of it 
or give it to someone. 

“More champagne?” A flight attendant materializes beside me, 
bottle poised. 

“Please.” I nod, holding out my glass, the crystal cool against my 
fingers. 

The bubbles tickle my nose as I take another sip. The alcohol is 
starting to warm me from the inside out, dulling the edges of my 
anxiety. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all. I just need to make sure 
that they keep my glass filled at all times. 

I close my eyes again, letting the hum of the engines and the soft 
chatter of the other passengers wash over me. For a moment, I can 
almost believe I’m just heading to a tropical paradise. But reality 
intrudes—this isn’t a carefree vacation, it’s a wedding that subtly 
reminds me of my own setbacks and uncertain romantic future. 

The path ahead isn’t clear-cut. My options feel limited: endlessly 
swiping through online dating profiles, embracing the single life, or 
racing against time to have a child before I turn thirty-five. It’s like 
being caught between a rock and a hard place, only with more 
champagne and fewer answers. 

Reality crashes back as I open my eyes and scan the cabin. 
Everywhere I look, there are couples. Hands intertwined, heads resting 
on shoulders, shared smiles and inside jokes. My stomach twists, a 
knot of envy and loneliness tightening with each passing second. 

“Get it together, Zoe,” I mutter to myself, knuckles whitening as I 
grip the armrests. “It’s just a wedding. You’ve done this before.” 

I take another long sip of champagne, wincing as the bubbles hit 
my throat. “Maybe I should’ve brought a fake boyfriend,” I think, half- 
seriously. “Or a cardboard cutout of Chris Hemsworth.” 

The thought makes me snort-laugh, drawing curious glances from 
nearby passengers. I feel my cheeks flush and I sink lower in my seat, 
wishing I could disappear into the plush leather. Great. This is off to a 
fantastic start. 

I pull out my phone again, scrolling through photos from past 


weddings. I’m always in a different pastel dress, always with a 
plastered-on smile. Always alone or with Tom if he felt like coming 
with me. He wasn’t that big on weddings. That was probably a big red 
flag, but I never thought about it until today. Oh how I hate the whole 
‘always a bridesmaid, never a bride.’ It’s becoming my new mantra. 

Lily pokes me with her elbow, her brow furrowed with concern. 
“Are you sure you’re okay?” 

“Of course I am,” I repeat for what feels like the thousandth time, 
forcing a smile that doesn’t quite reach my eyes. “I’m heading to Fiji— 
all expenses paid—and I don’t have to worry about work for a couple 
of weeks since I asked for extra time off. It can’t get any better.” 

Lily laughs, the sound light and carefree. “God, I wish I’d done 
something like this. A destination wedding with almost no guests 
instead of the three-ring circus Mom organized just to show Ethan’s 
mom that we’re fucking refined.” 

I roll my eyes dramatically, grateful for the change in subject. 
“How could I forget? I’m pretty sure I’m still finding heart-shaped 
confetti in weird places.” 

We both chuckle, remembering the over-the-top affair that was 
Lily’s wedding. Three hundred guests, a ten-tier cake, and enough 
flowers to fill a greenhouse. It was beautiful, sure, but also a logistical 
nightmare. 

“Mom and Dad were so proud, though,” Lily muses, swirling her 
champagne, her eyes distant. “You know how competitive they are 
with almost everything.” 

I nod, feeling a pang of sympathy for my sister. “Yeah, that was. . 
.” I trail my voice because it’s hard to describe how exhausting the 
preparations and the entire wedding was. “I’m surprised you and 
Ethan didn’t elope halfway through the planning.” 

“Don’t think we didn’t consider it,” Lily admits with a wry smile. 
“But in the end, it was worth it to see Mom cry happy tears while 
Ethan’s mom was crying because we didn’t let her help at all.” 

The words hang between us, a reminder of the constant pressure 
we both feel. I take another sip of champagne, letting the bubbles 
fizzle on my tongue as I contemplate my own future. Will I ever have 
a day like that? Do I even want one? 

“Well,” I say, trying to lighten the mood, my lips quivering into a 
half-smile, “at least you got it out of the way. Now I can have my 
small, beachside wedding without any guilt.” 

Lily raises an eyebrow, her expression a mix of amusement and 
skepticism. “Oh no, when you get married, you’ll go through the same 
torture.” 

“No,” I insist, my voice rising slightly. “But why argue . . . I’m just 
saying, hypothetically, when I do get married .. . if I get married...” 


My voice trails off, and I stare into my champagne glass, suddenly 
feeling very small and very alone. The words “if I get married” echo in 
my mind, each repetition a tiny stab to my heart. 

Lily gives my arm a gentle squeeze before standing up, her eyes 
soft with concern. “I should get back to Ethan. You okay here?” 

I nod, forcing a smile that doesn’t quite reach my eyes. “Go on, I’m 
fine. Enjoy your hubby.” 

As Lily makes her way down the aisle, my eyes follow her, and 
that’s when I spot him. Maximillian McCallister. The guy I want to 
have, can’t have, but maybe I will. He threatened to torture me with 
his tongue one of these nights—preferably on the beach, right by the 
ocean. And he’s hoping to take me skinny dipping too. 

Time seems to stand still as we look at each other. My breath 
catches in my throat, and I feel a rush of conflicting emotions—mostly 
desire. My heart begins to race, pounding so hard I can feel it in my 
ears. The champagne in my system amplifies everything, making the 
moment feel surreal and charged with electricity. I want to look away, 
to break this spell, but I can’t seem to tear my eyes from his. It’s like 
we're the only two people on this plane, in this world. 

And suddenly it hits me, what if there’s a lot more—this thing 
between him and me. What if it’s moving to a place where. . . This 
can’t be happening, I think, gripping the armrests of my seat so tightly 
my knuckles turn white. Not him. 

The rational part of my brain screams at me to look away, to 
ignore him, to remember all the reasons why anything other than 
friends with benefits and fun outings with him would be a bad idea. 
Not just bad, terrible. He’s just like Tom. 

But there’s another part, a part fueled by champagne and 
loneliness, that wants to hold his gaze forever, to see what might 
happen if I let my guard down just this once. So maybe the whole ‘my 
baby sister found love and is engaged’ brought on the whole 
conversation about my future with Tom, but that wasn’t the only 
thing. 

There was also Max. 

Unpredictable and thoughtful Maximillian McCallister. 

A man who would rather spend hours talking to me at night about 
everything and nothing than fall asleep by ten because it’s what his 
fucking trainer recommended. “It’s the only way I’ll have a lengthy 
life, Zoe,” Tom would say when I suggested we watch a movie 
together or... live a little. 

And maybe now that I’m single I should live a little and let 
someone like Max swoop me off my feet for one night. Because I know 
that’s all he offers, nothing else. I shouldn’t though and since I can’t 
look away, I close my eyes. Big mistake. For a moment, I wonder what 


it’d be like to kiss him right here in front of everyone. I imagine him 
suddenly standing in front of me, pulling me to him and leaning down 
closer to my lips, his breath warm against my cheek as he whispers, 
“Zoe, babe. I fucking miss you.” 

Then, I would let go of my reservations and close the distance 
between us. Our lips would meet in a kiss that starts soft but quickly 
deepens, a searing connection that’ll send sparks through my entire 
body. His hand would cup the back of my head, fingers tangling in my 
hair, pulling me closer as if he couldn’t get enough. 

Melting into him, my hands will find their way to his chest, feeling 
the steady thrum of his heartbeat beneath my fingertips. The kiss 
would be like everything and nothing I’ve ever experienced. Fierce 
and passionate, yet tender and adoring. Every brush of his lips, every 
movement of his tongue against mine . . . I open my eyes because 
that’s not how kisses happen or how life goes, though. This isn’t some 
cheesy romantic comedy where I get the reluctant guy and we live 
happily ever after. 

When I glance his way I catch a hint of something in his gaze— 
regret? Longing? Love? Or am I just projecting my own conflicted 
feelings? 

I shake my head, trying to clear it. This is ridiculous, I think. We’re 
adults. We have an agreement and I shouldn’t confuse one thing with 
the other. This is casual. 


Chapter Twenty-Four 


—atoximillian 
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Towering pal ircular drive, their fronds swaying 
gently. The resort’s xterior gleams in the sunlight, with 
elegant arches and colu aming the entrance. Clusters of tropical 
flowers in vivid shades of red, pink, and orange artfully accent the 
immaculate landscaping. Staff bustle about, guiding arriving guests 
and taking care of the luggage as they unload it from the cars. 

I have to give credit to my best friend—he’s spoiling my sister the 
way she deserves. 

“Son, help your mom, please,” Dad calls out. I turn back around to 
help my mom. She takes my hand with a grateful smile, her eyes 
shining with the same excitement and emotion. Her little girl is finally 
getting married. 

“This is more beautiful in person, Audrey,” Mom says, her voice 
thick with emotion, the kind only a mother of the bride can muster. 
Her lips quiver slightly as she adds, “You two need to do something 
like this.” 

Jacob, who sits in the very back of the vehicle, clambers out next. 
His eyebrows shoot up, and he nearly trips over his own feet. “We 
two?” he asks, sounding alarmed. “I already told you to stop dictating 
my love life, Mom. Boundaries.” 

“Boundaries.” I nod in agreement, surprised that my little brother 
is fighting her instead of just nodding and ignoring. 

Mom’s shoulders slump dramatically. “What’s the point of having 
three children if none of you are giving me big weddings and 
grandbabies?” She casts a pleading look at Dad, as if saying, “Talk 
some sense into your children.” 

Dad chuckles, patting her hand. “Let them be, love. They’ll figure 
it out.” 


? 


“T already figured it all out,” Jacob argues. 

I bite my lip, fighting back a grin. Same old family dynamics, even 
at my sister’s fairy-tale wedding. 

Mom huffs but doesn’t press further, her attention returning to the 
stunning resort. I catch Audrey’s eye and smirk, mouthing, “Good 
luck,” as she spots Liam and heads toward him. 

I glance over my shoulder as another black SUV pulls up behind 
ours. The back door opens, and a person in baggy sweats steps out. 
Then I see the beautiful face, and my jaw drops. Zoe. 

Zoe Harper, taunting me again like she did during the plane ride. 
There’s just something about her that drives me insane, even when I 
know we can’t do anything in front of others. I wanted to push 
everyone out of the plane so I could drag her to the bathroom and 
steal a little taste of those pouty lips or—just one minuscule moment 
with her, that’s all I ask for. 

I glance at her again, and I’m salivating. 

One taste—just a nibble. I have to wait until tonight when 
everyone is in their room and I can go to hers. Still no sleepovers, but 
I can’t wait to be with her again. 

Instead of continuing to stare at her like an idiot, I decide to head 
toward the entrance, but our paths converge. 

“Max. What a surprise,” she says coolly, her tone implying it’s 
anything but. 

I give a curt nod. “Zoe. I wouldn’t see how it can be a surprise 
since we shared a plane ride, the bride is my sister—and the groom 
my best friend, but you?” I wince internally, realizing the last part 
came out more sarcastically than intended. 

“If you must know, I was trying to be polite,” she snarls. 

“By pretending you belong and we’re old-time pals?” I retort and 
then flinch, because maybe I’m going a little too far. 

Her jaw drops. “Oh, wow, I didn’t know we had to have a résumé 
of qualifications prepared upon arrival. The point is that I was invited, 
and I wouldn’t miss a week in paradise just because someone thinks I 
don’t belong.” 

I can tell she’s upset, even though she’s trying to hide it. The 
tension between us is palpable, and I regret my harsh words, but it’s 
too late to take them back now. 

We stare at each other for a long, charged moment. My traitorous 
heart thumps in my chest, as always affected by her presence. But I 
shake it off. 

I clear my throat and gesture toward the entrance with forced 
casualness. “We should probably check in.” 

“Right.” She brushes past me, the jasmine scent of her perfume 
making me want things I shouldn’t. “See you around, Maximillian.” 


As she walks away, I’m left battling my conflicting emotions, 
reminding myself to focus on the reason we’re all here: the wedding. 
Though, Zoe Harper is definitely making this wedding a lot more 
interesting. 

As I make my way into the grand lobby, I’m struck by the sheer 
opulence of the resort. High ceilings, marble floors, and ornate 
chandeliers create an atmosphere of luxury and grandeur. The space 
buzzes with activity as guests arrive, their excited chatter mixing with 
the soft strains of instrumental music playing in the background. 

I spot my family near the check-in desk and head over to join 
them. Mom is already gushing about the beautiful surroundings to a 
smiling receptionist, while Dad and Jacob discuss their plans for a 
round of golf later in the afternoon. 

“You should make a tradition of celebrating your wedding 
anniversary here,” Mom tells Audrey, who’s looking at Liam without 
paying attention to our mother. 

“Let them say ‘I do,’ first,” I say, trying to distract her from her 
plans. Any second now, she'll be asking about grandchildren, and 
Liam might just head for the hills before the wedding even starts. 

My eyes scan the lobby, seeking a distraction, when suddenly they 
lock onto her. Zoe. Again. She’s at the reception desk. 

Audrey sidles up to me, her elbow gently nudging my ribs. “You 
two are the only single guests we have for this wedding,” she says, her 
tone far too chipper for my liking. I tear my gaze from Zoe to find a 
knowing glint in her eye. 

“So she didn’t fix her differences with Tom the Tool?” I mutter, 
still staring at Zoe. That’s a good question, right? 

If we don’t know each other well, then I can ask about her 
infamous ex-boyfriend who I hope is far away from her mind. 

“There was nothing to fix between them,” Aud says casually. 

“Why? I mean you don’t just break up with the person you live 
with.” I try to sound uninterested, but somehow it feels like I need to 
learn a lot more about Zoe and her relationship with Tom. We never 
discuss him, because who wants to exchange ex’s tales when you can 
just have mindless sex—even when it’s only half way because she has 
some fucking rules. 

“You did break up with Angelina,” she reminds me. 

“First of all, we weren’t together together. Also, she was sleeping 
with someone else,” I say defensively. “Is that what happened to her?” 
Because if the asshole cheated, I’m going to kill him—after I torture 
him for hurting Zoe. 

“No. It’s something about him not wanting to commit,” Audrey 
says, glancing at me. “Just like you.” 

I feel my jaw clench. “You judging me?” 


She shakes her head. “Not really, it’s your choice. At least you 
don’t string people along for years making them believe you’re going 
to build a life together.” 

“Ts that what he did?” I ask, somehow knowing it’s true. 

Audrey nods. I feel a mix of anger toward Tom and a twinge of 
guilt for my own past behavior. The revelation about Zoe’s situation 
stirs something inside me, but I push it down. Nothing can happen 
between us. Sure, when I first met her there was some interest on my 
side. I wanted something more than just words exchanged over the 
phone. Then, I realized she had a Tom. I have a career, and we 
weren’t compatible. 

Now, it’s sad to know she has nothing, and well, I’m still married 
to my career. Every time I have plans with her, I end up traveling 
somewhere or working late as I lead a team while flying a droid. 

“Even though you two are the only single people on this trip, make 
sure not to hit on her,” Audrey warns me. 

“Why would I?” I ask, genuinely appalled. 

“Please, you undress her with your eyes every time she’s around. 
Everyone knows you have a thing for her,” Audrey says, giving me a 
stern look. “I’m glad she doesn’t care for you, but just remember, she’s 
off-limits, okay?” 

I force a polite smile, mumbling a noncommittal response before 
heading to the check-in desk. As I give my details to the receptionist, I 
can still feel Audrey’s eyes on me. She starts talking to herself, 
probably muttering about how stubborn her brother is. 

I grab my room key and head toward the elevator, my mind 
swirling with thoughts of Zoe. Why did my sister have to say “off- 
limits”? I never liked when people told me I can’t do something—it’s 
enticing. A challenge. It makes me want to show everyone I can and I 
will have what I shouldn’t. 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


—ataximillian 
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“Are you hiding?” aps me on the shoulder, his grin wide 
and infectious. “I was wondering where groomsman number two had 
run off to.” 

I narrow my eyes at him, pretending to be annoyed. “You could’ve 
chosen one best man, you know. Giving Cal, Eth, and me numbers is 
plain stupid.” 

“Hey, Lily and Ethan instituted that during their wedding. It 
worked then, and it’ll work for everybody else’s weddings.” Liam 
chuckles. 

A laugh escapes me despite myself. He’s crazy if he thinks Cal or I 
will be following in his footsteps. “The string of weddings is over.” 

He pats my shoulder. “Sure, let’s go with that. Now come back 
inside, it’s time for the toasts. I hope you prepared something.” 

“Oh, I have a lot to say. So many stories to embarrass you. . . but 
not enough that my sister will drop your ass, don’t you worry.” 

We walk back into the private room where the rehearsal dinner is 
set up. My eyes inadvertently seek out Zoe in the crowd, drawn like a 
magnet. She’s radiant under the twinkling lights, her melodic laughter 
carrying over the din as she chats with Audrey and her bridesmaids. 
My heart does a little flip in my chest. 

Liam follows my gaze, his brows lifting. “Your sister already 
warned you—she’s off-limits.” 

“Who?” I feign ignorance, hating that my sister tells him 
everything. I liked it better when she thought he was just one of my 
annoying best friends. 

“Zoe, obviously. Ethan is married to her sister, which makes her 
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part of our group. She’s family now, so just keep your paws to 
yourself, okay?” he warns me. 

“Not interested whatsoever,” I lie, tearing my gaze away from Zoe 
and surveying the dining area once more. 

Just focus on the wedding, McCallister, I tell myself. And it’s easier 
said than done. The venue is breathtaking, with floor-to-ceiling 
windows offering a panoramic view of the ocean. The gentle crash of 
waves against the shore provides a soothing backdrop to the clinking 
of glasses and the hum of cheerful conversation. 

The tables are adorned with elegant centerpieces—delicate 
seashells and sand dollars nestled among sprigs of beach grass, with 
tea lights flickering in glass hurricanes. The attention to detail is 
impressive. Who knew my sister had such impeccable taste? She 
obviously put a lot of thought into this moment, even if it won’t last 
long—unlike her marriage, which will hopefully be forever. Is that 
even worth it though? Being with just one person for the rest of your 
life? 

My eyes glance toward Zoe, but just as fast as our gazes cross, I 
move away and shake off the thoughts. I grab a glass of champagne 
from a passing waiter. Tonight isn’t about me. It’s about Liam and 
Audrey and the love they share. And as one of the groomsmen, it’s my 
job to make sure everything goes off without a hitch—including not 
sleeping with the only single bridesmaid. 

Does that include Zoe? 

I take a deep breath, reminding myself to focus on celebrating 
Liam and Audrey’s love rather than my own frustrations. Still, the 
knowledge that Zoe is here, single and seemingly unattainable, lingers 
in the back of my mind. 

I take a sip of champagne, the bubbles dancing on my tongue as I 
watch Zoe laugh at something one of the bridesmaids said. She looks 
stunning tonight, hair cascading over her shoulders, her eyes sparkling 
in the warm glow of the string lights. I catch myself staring and 
quickly look away, my gaze landing on Liam instead. 

He’s beaming, his arm wrapped around Audrey’s waist as they 
make their rounds, accepting congratulations and well-wishes from 
everyone in attendance. They look so happy and so in love. It’s 
everything I’ve ever wanted for my little sister, and who better than 
my best friend to love and protect her. 

The sound of silverware clinking against glass fills the air, and a 
hush falls over the room. Audrey catches my eye, giving me a little 
nod. “You're up first, Maxie,” she says with a smile. 

Fine, I guess it’s time for the toasts, and even though I’m 
groomsman number two, I’m up first. I take a deep breath, squaring 
my shoulders. All eyes are on me, expectant, waiting. 


I clear my throat, raising my glass. “For those of you who don’t 
know me, I’m Max, one of Liam’s best friends and Audrey’s—” 

“Everyone here knows who you are, asshole,” Caleb interrupts me. 
“Are you recycling the speech from Ethan’s wedding? Dude, if you 
can’t remember how to string a few sentences together, you should’ve 
hired someone else to write you a new one, cheapskate.” 

“Shut the fuck up.” I flip him the finger with my free hand. 

“Language, Maximillian McCallister,” Mom chides me. 

I flinch, mouthing, “Sorry, Mom.” 

“Children, don’t start, or you won’t get dessert,” Audrey jokes, 
grinning. 

“Can you just bore us so I can go next?” Cal says. “I’ve got a really 
good one.” 

I roll my eyes and clear my throat. “As I was saying, standing here 
tonight, I’m feeling a lot of things. Pride, joy, a little bit of disbelief 
that my baby sister is actually getting married.” 

“And thank fuck for that. It’s the little sis going to the 
slaughterhouse and not us,” Jacob jokes. 

A ripple of laughter runs through the crowd, and I feel myself 
starting to relax, falling into the familiar rhythm of the toast I’ve 
practiced a dozen times. 

“But most of all, I’m feeling grateful. Grateful to be here, sharing 
this moment with two of the most important people in my life. Liam, 
you’ve been my partner in crime since we were kids, always there to 
get me into trouble and then back out of it again. And Audrey, you’ve 
been my little shadow, my confidante, and the one who saved me 
from being grounded when we were kids, even when I didn’t deserve 
it.” 

I pause, swallowing past the sudden lump in my throat. “Seeing 
the two of you together, it’s clear that you bring out the best in each 
other. Liam, you give Audrey a sense of adventure and spontaneity, 
and Audrey, you make him happy in a way I’ve never seen before. The 
way you love each other is unique and so perfect.” 

I raise my glass higher, my voice ringing out clear and strong. “So 
let’s raise a glass to Liam and Audrey. May your love be as endless as 
the ocean, as bright as the stars, and as unshakeable as the bond 
between siblings. Cheers.” As the room erupts into applause, I catch 
Audrey’s eye, seeing the tears shining there. She mouths a silent Thank 
you, and I feel a surge of love and pride so strong it nearly takes my 
breath away. 

But even as I bask in the glow of the moment, I can’t help but feel 
a flicker of something else, something darker and more complicated, 
stirring beneath the surface. As happy as I am for Liam and Audrey, a 
very tiny part of me that I barely acknowledge wonders if I’ll ever find 


someone to love the way Liam loves my sister. If I'll ever be the one 
standing at the altar, looking into the eyes of someone who loves me 
completely and unreservedly. 

As the applause dies down, Liam’s father takes the mic. He clears 
his throat, emotion already thick in his voice. 

I tune him out as I look around the room and spot Zoe, who 
somehow looks sad. Caleb elbows me. “Dude, stop gawking at her.” 

“Tm not,” I lie and force myself to pay attention to Liam’s dad. 

“.,. And now, seeing them here, surrounded by so much love and 
support, I know that they’ve found something truly rare and 
beautiful.” 

The room hums with agreement. 

Next, Audrey’s best friend from work, Mia, takes the stage. Her 
voice trembles, but her smile is radiant. “Here’s to you, to the love 
that you’ve found, and to the beautiful life that you’re going to build 
together.” 

As the toasts continue, each one more heartfelt or corny than the 
last, I find myself growing increasingly bored and annoyed. It feels 
like an endless parade of Oscar speeches. 

As the evening wears on, as the laughter grows louder and the 
drinks flow more freely, I feel a darkness inside me grow, expanding 
and contracting like a living thing—Until finally, I can’t take it 
anymore. 

I push back from the table, mumbling some excuse about needing 
air, and stumble out into the night. The cool breeze feels like a slap 
against my flushed skin, and I take a deep, shuddering breath, trying 
to steady myself. 

On the balcony, I find Zoe quietly looking out at the ocean, her 
figure silhouetted against by moonlit waves. I approach her slowly, 
the sound of the crashing waves providing a soothing backdrop to the 
turmoil inside me. 


Chapter Twenty-Six 
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Footsteps approach, and I tense, not ready to face anyone. It’s Max 
who appears beside me, hands in his pockets, his brow furrowed. The 
same Max who made it clear earlier, without saying much at all, that I 
don’t belong at his sister’s wedding. That I’m an outsider. 

“Some night,” he says, his tone unreadable as he takes in the star- 
strewn sky. 

I nod, unsure how to respond. Should I take a jab now or wait until 
he tries to insult me before I claw him out with my words? 

“It’s beautiful out here. Peaceful,” I say, choosing to keep the 
conversation harmonious. I don’t have the energy to respond to his 
taunting words. It’s just weird and now that we’re in such a beautiful 
place it’s even worse. 

As we stand in silence, I can’t help but wonder what’s going 
through his mind. The tension between us is palpable, yet there’s 
something else too—an undercurrent I can’t quite define. 

“Peaceful.” He hums in agreement, the sound vibrating through 
me. Questions burn on my tongue—why is he out here? He should be 
inside, hanging out with his family and friends, reminiscing about 
their past and how they’ve been friends for years. 

I can’t help but feel a pang of envy. I wish I had friendships that 
old, that deep. The kind that Max and his friends share. It’s not like 
I’m alone in the world, but most of my childhood friends live across 
the country, and we only communicate through social media with 


emojis. The people at work . . . Well, we’re just colleagues, nothing 
else. Everyone is too busy trying to make it to the next level in our 
careers to start a friendship. 

There’s, of course, Audrey, but she lives in San Diego. Even though 
we text daily, and she visits Boston often, I don’t know if we’ll ever 
forge a deeper friendship. 

Max shifts beside me, reminding me he’s still there. We stand in 
charged silence, the crashing waves and distant revelry a strange 
soundtrack to the energy crackling between us. I sneak a glance at 
Max’s chiseled profile, his eyes reflecting pinpricks of starlight. He’s 
magnetic in a way I can’t quite define. 

He catches me looking and quirks an eyebrow. “What?” he asks 
dryly. 

“Nothing,” I say quickly, heat rising in my cheeks. “Just .. . 
surprised you came out here.” 

“T’m full of surprises.” His lip twitches, hinting at a smirk. 

Despite myself, curiosity gets the better of me. “Why did you come 
out here?” 

The question hangs between us, and I find myself holding my 
breath, waiting for his answer. This could be the moment that changes 
everything—or nothing at all. 

He’s quiet for a long moment, considering. When he meets my 
gaze, there’s an intensity that steals my breath. “Maybe because I 
don’t care about the fucking rules and I want to break them all—or 
just because I fucking miss you.” 

Max steps closer. “I know what I said earlier, about you not 
belonging. I was wrong, and I hope you know it.” 

I tilt my chin up defiantly, even as my heart hammers against my 
ribs. “Oh? What changed your mind?” 

“T could say that it’s because my sister genuinely likes you,” he 
says, moving even closer. I can feel his breath on my skin, and the 
space between us shrinks to nothing. I want to kiss him, but I’m trying 
to stay strong. 

I swallow hard, hyperaware of every inch of space between us. 
“We have rules.” 

“Fuck the rules, Zoe,” he says, determined. “I. Fucking. Missed. 
You.” 

And I missed him too, and that’s probably the worst kind of rule 
breaking. What am I supposed to do now with everything that’s 
happening inside me? I’m speechless. 

He leans in, his lips just inches from mine. “Say the word, and I'll 
stop,” he whispers, his breath warm and tantalizing. “But if you feel 
even a fraction of what I’m feeling, let’s forget the rules for tonight.” 

My heart stops and so does my breathing and I take a step back, 


afraid someone will see us. 

“You know what you need?” Max asks. 

“Tequila?” I ask, thinking maybe that will make me feel less lonely 
in this sea of couples and love. 

He chuckles. “You have to stop overthinking everything, babe. I 
know exactly what you need.” 

I swallow hard, my pulse quickening. “What are you suggesting?” 

He smiles, a slow, seductive curve of his lips. “Just that maybe you 
should let go and enjoy the moment.” 

I feel my nerves tingling, a mix of excitement and fear. “And how 
do you propose I do that?” 

His hand brushes my arm, sending a warm thrill through me. “We 
could start with a dance,” he murmurs, leaning in closer. 

The tension between us shifts, charged with something new and 
thrilling. I find myself caught between the desire to give in and the 
fear of complicating things further. But as I look into Max’s eyes, I 
wonder if maybe, just maybe, it might be worth the risk. 

“A dance?” 

He nods, his eyes locked on mine. “Or maybe something more.” 

Before I can second-guess myself, I close the distance between us, 
our lips meeting in a kiss that is both tentative and electric. His hand 
moves to the small of my back, pulling me closer, deepening the kiss. 
My heart races as I lose myself in the moment, forgetting all the 
reasons why this might be a bad idea. 

As the kiss ends, we pull back slightly, our foreheads touching. The 
world around us fades, and for a brief, perfect moment, it’s just the 
two of us. 

“T think I’m starting to get the hang of this ‘living a little’ thing,” I 
whisper, my voice shaky but filled with a newfound confidence. 

Max’s hand comes up to cup my face, his thumb grazing my 
cheekbone. “Good. Because this is just the beginning.” 

His mouth is on mine, hungry and insistent, and every coherent 
thought flees my mind. I’m lost in the heat of him, the taste of 
whiskey on his tongue, the press of his body against mine. 

Nothing else matters but this moment, this connection. As Max 
backs me against the balcony railing, his hands skimming my waist, I 
surrender to the inevitable. Tonight, ’m exactly where I belong. 

Max’s lips trail down my neck, his breath hot against my skin. I tilt 
my head back, giving him better access, my fingers tangling in his 
hair. Every touch, every kiss, sets my nerve endings ablaze, desire 
coiling tight in my belly. 

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” I manage, even as I arch into him. 
“Your sister’s wedding .. .” 

“This is about us, not my sister or whatever is happening around 


us.” Max’s voice is rough, his hands sliding under the hem of my 
dress. 

He has a point. Tonight, ’m just Zoe—a woman aching to be 
touched, to be wanted. And Max seems determined to satisfy that 
ache. 

His fingers skim higher, teasing the sensitive skin of my inner 
thighs. I bite back a moan, my hips rocking instinctively against his. 

“Tell me to stop,” Max murmurs, his lips brushing my ear. “Tell me 
you don’t want this.” 

But I can’t. Because I do want it—want him—with an intensity that 
frightens me. 

Instead of answering, I capture his mouth in another searing kiss, 
pouring all my longing, all my need, into the contact. Max groans, his 
grip on me tightening, and I know he’s just as lost as I am. 

With a shared urgency, we break the kiss and head toward my 
cabana. The path is a blur of shadows and moonlight, our hands and 
lips exploring whenever we pause for breath. By the time we reach the 
door, my pulse is racing, my mind a whirl of anticipation. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven 


—atdoximillian 


AS WE WALK TO he gabana, my mind races with a mix 


The thought @ 
I’ve never felt thi 


making it hard to think straight. 
before. I want to touch her in ways 
I’ve never touched Mt to ravage her with little to no 
mercy, to break the rules*arrdlet go of every inhibition. 

The desire building inside me is impossible to ignore. Kiss her 
senseless, maybe even possess her, if only for tonight—for the week. 
The thought sends a thrill through me, an exhilaration that’s both 
exciting and terrifying. 

We reach the cabana, and I stop, turning to face her. My heart 
pounds as I search her eyes for any sign of hesitation. “Are we really 
doing this?” I whisper, my voice low and gravelly, filled with the 
weight of my emotions. 

Zoe looks at me, her breath hitching slightly. This is uncharted 
territory, a line we are about to cross, but I feel an irresistible pull 
toward her. 

“Yes,” she breathes, her voice barely audible. 

I cup her cheek, my thumb gently caressing her skin. “I’ve never 
wanted anyone like this before,” I confess, my eyes locked onto hers. 
“The way I need you. . . it’s hard to explain, but I want to do so much 
to you. Everything. But only if you allow it.” 

My words ignite a fire within her, and I can feel the heat between 
us, the electric charge that makes everything else fade away. 

“Kiss me,” she whispers, her lips trembling with anticipation. 

I crash my mouth onto hers; our kiss is intense and consuming. It’s 
as if I’m pouring all my pent-up emotions, my longing and passion, 
into this single moment. My hands roam her body, exploring, 
discovering. I drink in the feel of her, the scent of her jasmine perfume 
mingling with the heady aroma of exotic flowers that fills the air. The 
moment feels electric, charged with an intensity that leaves me 


breathless. 

The heat between us is palpable, a living entity that crackles and 
sparks with every touch. As our lips part briefly, I taste the faint hint 
of champagne on her tongue, and my hands move to her waist, 
drawing her even closer. The feel of her body against mine sends a jolt 
of desire coursing through me. 

I deepen the kiss, losing myself in the sensation. Zoe’s hands find 
their way to my chest, her fingers splaying out over my shirt as she 
presses herself against me. This moment, this connection, is nothing 
like I’ve imagined but probably everything I’ve ever wanted. 

As Zoe melts into my embrace, I remind myself to savor this 
moment. Even as I lose myself in the passion, I’m aware of how 
fleeting it might be. 

Perhaps it’s the way Zoe’s eyes light up when she looks at me or 
the way she laughs at my jokes, the sound like music to my ears. 
Maybe it’s the way she fits so perfectly in my arms. Whatever it is, I 
shouldn’t care. It’s just about the now—this night or, if I’m lucky 
enough, I'll have more. 

As I kiss Zoe again, I focus on the feel of her lips against mine, the 
heat of her body against mine, and the knowledge that, at least for 
now, she is mine. 

Our foreheads press together as we both try to catch our breath, 
the reality of the moment sinking in. Zoe’s eyes are closed, her chest 
rising and falling rapidly. I can feel her heartbeat against mine, the 
rhythm matching my own racing pulse. The electricity between us is 
palpable, and I know there’s no turning back now. 

I lean in and kiss her again, slower this time, savoring the 
sensation of her lips against mine. The taste of champagne still lingers 
on her tongue, and I can’t help but deepen the kiss, my hands roaming 
over her body. She trembles beneath my touch, and I can feel her nails 
digging into the fabric of my shirt. 

In this moment, nothing else matters but us. I want to freeze time, 
to stay in this moment forever. But I know that’s not possible. All good 
things must come to an end, and eventually, we’ll say goodbye. 

For now, though, I push those thoughts aside and focus on the here 
and now. My hands roam over her body, feeling every curve and 
contour. She responds eagerly, her hands clinging to me as if I’m her 
lifeline. 

I can feel the heat building between us, and I know that tonight 
will be a night we’ll never forget. 

Breaking apart, I trace a path of kisses along the line of her jaw, 
feeling the rapid flutter of her pulse beneath my lips. I continue down 
the smooth expanse of her neck, savoring the taste of her skin, the 
faint scent of vanilla and jasmine that clings to her. My heart thunders 


in my chest, a heady mix of desire and anticipation. 

She gasps as I nip at her earlobe, her hands tightening in my hair. I 
can feel the heat radiating off of her, the electric energy that crackles 
between us. And in this moment, I know that she wants this as much 
as I do. 

Stepping back, I survey her with a hungry gaze, taking in the way 
her dress clings to her curves, the way her lips are swollen and red 
from our kisses. Then, slowly, I raise my hand and make a circular 
motion with my finger. 

Zoe’s eyes flick up to meet mine, a flash of excitement in their 
depths. Without hesitation, she spins around, her movements fluid and 
graceful. I take a moment to admire the view, the way the moonlight 
casts shadows across her body, the way her light brown hair cascades 
down her back like a shimmering waterfall. 

Slowly, I unzip the back of Zoe’s dress, my fingers trailing over her 
spine as the fabric falls away. I spot the lacy black panties she’s 
wearing, and I can’t help but feel a surge of desire. “You’re beautiful,” 
I murmur, leaning down to press a kiss to her shoulder. She shivers at 
the contact, her body trembling against mine. I can feel the heat 
radiating off her. 

Zoe gasps as I nip at her earlobe, her hands tightening on my arms. 
I can feel the heat of her body against mine, the way her hips move 
instinctively toward me. 

“Feel what you do to me, baby? Are you sure you want to do this?” 
I ask, my voice soft but insistent. 

Zoe nods, her eyes wide and trusting. “Yes.” 

And with that, I lean in to claim her lips once more, savoring the 
taste of champagne and desire. 

I push her up against the door, her back hitting the wood with a 
soft thud. She giggles, a sound that’s both nervous and excited. I can’t 
help but smile as I start to trail kisses from hip to hip. 

“You’re so fucking sexy,” I murmur, my lips brushing against her 
skin. She shivers under my touch, goosebumps breaking out on her 
arms. 

“Spread your legs for me,” I demand, my voice low and husky. I 
want to see all of her, every secret part of her. 

She complies without hesitation, her eyes wide with anticipation. I 
can see the wetness on her thighs, and I know she’s ready for me. I 
pull the lacy panties down over her hips, watching as they fall to her 
ankles. She steps out of them, leaving her completely exposed to me. 

“You’re beautiful,” I whisper, my eyes raking over her naked body. 
“And so damn ready for me.” 

I can feel her eagerness as I run my fingers along her folds, feeling 
her wetness and her need. She moans softly, arching into my touch. I 


lean in, my tongue darting out to taste her. She tastes like heaven, and 
I can’t get enough. 

“Fuck, you’re so wet for me,” I murmur, looking up at her through 
my lashes. “You’ve missed this, haven’t you?” 

She nods, biting her bottom lip, her eyes filled with desire. “Yes, 
Max. I’ve been craving you.” 

I smirk, sliding a finger inside her while my tongue teases her clit. 
“You love it when I make you feel like this, don’t you?” 

Her breath hitches, and she moans louder. “God, yes. I love it. 
Please, don’t stop.” 

“T’'m not stopping until you come for me, baby. I want to feel you 
come all over my fingers and tongue.” 

She gasps, her hips bucking against my mouth. “Max, I’m so close,” 
she breathes, her voice barely above a whisper. I can feel her body 
trembling under my touch. The soft curves of her hips fit perfectly in 
my hands, and I can’t resist running my thumbs over the sensitive skin 
there. She tastes like salt and honey, and I can’t get enough. 

“Yes, baby?” I ask, my voice husky with desire. My cock is already 
straining against my pants, eager to be inside her. But I want to take 
my time, to savor every moment with her. 

She looks up at me, her eyes heavy-lidded with pleasure. “I want 
you,” she whispers. “I need you, Max.” 

My name on her lips is like a drug, and I can’t resist any longer. I 
bury my face between her legs, my tongue delving into her wetness. 
She tastes like heaven, and I could spend hours exploring every inch 
of her. Her fingers thread through my hair, pulling me closer, and I 
can feel her getting closer to the edge. 

I can feel her orgasm building, and I want to be inside her when 
she loses control. I pull back, my breath hot on her skin. She looks up 
at me, her eyes glazed with pleasure. I can see the trust in her eyes, 
and it makes me want her even more. 

I want to drink her orgasm, hear her plead for me, and so I thrust a 
finger inside her, pushing it deep, feeling her warmth and slickness 
coat my skin. 

“You want me to make you come, baby?” I ask, my voice husky 
with desire. 

She nods, unable to speak. I add another finger, filling her up. I 
bend down, my breath hot on her clit. I nibble gently, teasing her. She 
writhes beneath me, her hips bucking up to meet my fingers. 

“Yes, Max, just like that,” she cries out, her nails digging into my 
scalp. 

I love being on my knees, worshipping her, eating her delicious 
cunt. I continue to fuck her with my fingers, my tongue flicking 
against her clit. I can feel her orgasm building, her walls tightening 


around me. And I stop because I want her on the edge, but not yet 
coming for me. I smirk at her. I can’t believe how wet she is, my 
fingers easily slipping in and out of her tight heat. 

“Max, don’t stop.” Her voice trembles with desire. 

“You want me to make you come, baby?” My voice is low, and I 
can feel her shudder in response. 

I lean in, my lips mere inches from her swollen clit. “Tell me how 
much you want it.” 

Her hips buck upwards, her breath catching in her throat. “Max, 
please,” she moans. “I need it so badly. Please, don’t make me wait. 
I'll do anything, just please make me come.” 

This siren is always enchanting me, making me want more, and 
now that I can have it... I want to milk it until I satiate my desire. 

“But first, I’m going to enjoy every bit of you.” 

I dive in, my tongue lapping at her wet folds, exploring every 
crevice, every swollen bundle of nerves. Her taste is intoxicating, like 
the smoothest single malt whiskey. Her hands grip my hair, nails 
digging into my scalp as she arches her back, offering herself up to 
me. And oh, how I intend to feast. 

“You taste so fucking good,” I groan, my fingers plunging into her 
wetness, adding to the delicious juices coating my face. “I could eat 
you out all night, baby.” 

Her moans grow louder, more desperate. “Max, please,” she pants. 
“T need more.” 

“Greedy girl,” I murmur, my voice dripping with lust. “You want 
my fingers and my tongue, don’t you? You want to come all over my 
face.” 

“Yes,” she cries out. “I want it so bad. Make me come, Max. Make 
me scream.” Her moans spur me on, and I pick up the pace, my 
tongue dancing over her swollen bud, sucking and nipping as I go. My 
fingers work in tandem, curling inside her, stroking her silken walls. 

“Oh, fuck, Max,” she pants, her hips bucking against my face. “I’m 
so close.” 

With renewed vigor, I redouble my efforts, my tongue relentless in 
its pursuit of her orgasm. Her juices are flowing freely now, coating 
my chin and her thighs, the scent of her arousal intoxicating me 
further. 

“You’re such a good girl,” I murmur against her folds, my voice 
dripping with lust. “I love the way you taste, the way you give 
yourself to me.” 

I suck hard on her clit, my fingers curling inside her, hitting that 
perfect spot. “Come for me, Zoe,” I command, my voice rough with 
need. “I want to feel you come apart.” 

With a final flick of my tongue and a thrust of my fingers, she 


shatters, her orgasm crashing over her as she trembles beneath my 
touch. “That’s it, good girl,” I groan, holding her tight, my tongue 
lapping up every last drop of her orgasm as her tremors subside. 

This woman. Zoe. I don’t know what she’s doing to me, but I pray 
to whoever listens that this isn’t the only night she lets me break the 
rules. I need more than that to purge her from my system—so much 
more. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight 


—ataximillian 
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to me, I whisper, 

“M-more?” sh 

“Oh, but there’s you,” I promise, my voice a deep, 
gravelly murmur. “I’m g try to go easy though.” 

Zoe stumbles slightly, still recovering from her orgasm. I steady 
her with a hand on her waist, feeling the heat of her body through the 
thin fabric of her dress. 

“T think I just died,” she says, her breath still coming in shallow 
gasps. 

“Good,” I tell her, unzipping my pants and sliding them off 
completely. I retrieve a condom from my wallet, tear open the 
wrapper, and carefully roll it over my hard cock. “Because I’m about 
to bring you back to life.” 

I stroke myself a few times, letting her see just how hard she’s 
made me. “You see this cock, Zoe? It’s going to plunge deep inside 
you. I’m going to fuck you so good, you'll be screaming my name.” 

I lead her over to the bed, pushing her down gently onto the 
mattress. She looks up at me, her eyes wide and full of desire. I can 
see the anticipation in her gaze, and it only makes me want her more. 

“You ready for me, baby?” I murmur, positioning myself between 
her legs. “I’m going to fill you up and make you come all over again.” 

“Yes, Max,” she breathes, her voice trembling with need. “I’m 
ready. Please, fuck me.” 

With a growl of pure desire, I guide my cock to her entrance and 
slowly, deliberately, begin to push inside her. I savor every inch, 
relishing the feel of her tight cunt enveloping me. She cries out, her 
back arching off the bed as I sink deeper, pausing to let us both enjoy 
the sensation. 

“Fuck, you feel so good,” I groan, my hips moving in slow, steady 


thrusts. “You’re so tight, so perfect. I want to feel every inch of you.” 

Her nails dig into my back as she wraps her legs around me, 
pulling me even closer. “Max,” she gasps. “Just like that. Don’t stop.” 

I continue at a deliberate pace, enjoying the way her body 
responds to me, the way she clings to me with every thrust. “You’re so 
fucking tight, Zoe. I could stay inside you all night.” 

My fingers slide down her belly, finding her clit, my thumb 
rubbing slowly as I ease the head of my cock inside her tight little 
cunt. 

“Max,” she breathes, her voice a soft, intoxicating whisper that 
stirs something deep within me. 

I lean down, capturing her lips in a deep, soulful kiss. Our mouths 
move together in perfect harmony, and it’s as if time stands still. The 
world around us fades away, leaving only the sensation of her lips 
against mine, soft and inviting. 

I can feel her heartbeat matching mine, a steady rhythm that 
speaks of longing and hope. I never knew a kiss could convey so 
much, but in this moment, I understand. It’s a confession, a plea, a 
declaration all rolled into one. 

Don’t think, I order myself. I start to move, slowly at first, but 
quickly building up speed. Zoe meets me thrust for thrust, our bodies 
moving in perfect harmony. 

When she moans, her head falling back onto my shoulder, I slip 
farther inside her pussy. “Oh, oh.” 

My thumb is still working its magic on her clit, and I can feel her 
getting closer to the edge. Her breath comes in short, sharp gasps, and 
I can tell she’s close. 

“Don’t stop,” she whimpers, her nails digging into my back. 
“Please, don’t stop.” 

Her words send a shot of electricity straight to my cock, and I can 
feel myself getting closer to the edge. But I hold back, wanting to 
draw this out as long as possible. I want to see her shatter completely, 
to know that I’m the one driving her to the brink. 

I press my thumb harder against her clit, rubbing in firm, circular 
motions. “Come for me, Zoe,” I whisper, my voice rough with need. “I 
want to feel you come all over my cock.” 

Her moans grow louder, more desperate. The feel of her wet, tight 
cunt gripping me is almost too much to bear. I thrust deeper, savoring 
the way she clenches around me. I wish I didn’t have this condom on; 
I want to feel her completely, skin to skin, nothing between us. 

And then she comes apart, her orgasm ripping through her like a 
tidal wave. I can feel her walls tightening around me. I thrust inside 
her harder, wanting more, to possess her. My lungs burn, my heart 
hammers in my chest. 


“Fuck, you feel so fucking good—so perfect,” I moan. 

Her body shudders, and she lets out a high-pitched cry. I feel her 
pussy clamp down on me like a vise, milking my cock as she comes. 
The intensity of the moment leaves me breathless. It’s the most 
beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. I lose all control, forgetting the world 
around us, wanting to make this moment last forever. 

My hips buck, my dick pulsing in her cunt as I thrust into her 
deeper, deeper, wanting to fill her with my cum. My body tightens, 
and I can feel the rush of my orgasm building, the pressure almost 
unbearable. My mind races, thoughts consumed by the need to claim 
her, to brand her as mine. 

“Fuck, Zoe, I’m coming,” I growl through gritted teeth. My release 
crashes over me, my cock throbbing as I spill into the condom, the 
sensation both electrifying and maddening. I thrust harder, riding out 
the waves of pleasure, my hands gripping her hips as I hold her close. 

I want her to shatter completely under my touch, to know that no 
one else can make her feel this way. I want her to remember this 
every time she thinks of me. “Take it all,” I groan, my voice a low 
growl. “Every last drop. You’re mine, Zoe. All mine.” 

She gasps, her body convulsing around me, and I feel her come 
again, her pleasure triggering my own. The sensation is 
overwhelming, sending waves of ecstasy crashing through me. I thrust 
harder, deeper, feeling my cum fill her, even through the barrier of 
the condom. 

Brand her. 

Make her mine. 

Mine. 

I collapse against her, both of us trembling from the intensity of 
our shared release. Our breaths mingle, heavy and ragged, as we come 
down from the high. I press a gentle kiss to her forehead, feeling a 
sense of possessive satisfaction wash over me. 

“You were amazing,” I whisper, still trying to catch my breath. 
“My perfect, good girl.” 

She smiles, her eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction. “You too, Max. 
You too.” 

It’s a strange paradox, this feeling. The sensation of breaking into a 
million pieces, yet every piece is still painfully alive because of the 
person who shattered it while sharing the most incredible moment. It’s 
as if each fragment of my heart retains its own heartbeat but doesn’t 
beat alone. 

“Zoe,” I murmur, my lips brushing against her ear. 

She turns her head, her lips meeting mine in a soft kiss. I can feel 
her smile against my lips. 

Carefully, I withdraw, removing the condom and tying it off 


securely. I wrap it in a tissue and dispose of it in the nearby waste bin. 
I stand up and head to the bathroom, taking a moment to clean myself 
up. The cool water feels refreshing after the heat we just shared, and it 
helps me gather my thoughts. 

After a quick clean-up, I grab a warm washcloth and return to the 
bed. Rolling onto my side, I pull her close to me, her heart beating 
steadily against mine, a comforting rhythm. 

“That was .. . amazing,” she whispers, her breath warm against 
my chest. 

“Yeah, it was,” I agree, my fingers tracing lazy patterns on her 
back. I lean down and press gentle kisses along her inner thighs, 
making my way back to her still-sensitive pussy. I plant a tender kiss 
there, savoring the remnants of our shared pleasure. 

“You were so fucking incredible, Zoe,” I murmur against her skin. 
“So fucking perfect.” 

She sighs softly, her body relaxing even more under my touch. 
“You make me feel so good, Max.” 

I smile, moving back up to lie beside her, my hand caressing her 
cheek. “I love taking care of you,” I say, kissing her forehead. “You’re 
everything I need, everything I want.” 

I reach for the warm washcloth and gently begin to clean her up. 
She watches me with a soft, loving gaze, and I can see the gratitude in 
her eyes. 

I finish cleaning her, then pull her close again, wrapping my arms 
around her. “You deserve to be treated like a goddess,” I tell her, my 
voice sincere. “Because you are one, Zoe. My goddess.” 

I can feel her starting to relax in my arms, her breathing slowing 
down. She’s exhausted, but I don’t want this moment to end. I want to 
stay here, wrapped up in her embrace, forever. 

Whoa, forever? Where did that come from? 

Is that something I can promise? 


Chapter Twenty-Nine 


—atdaximillian 
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Maybe I’m no different from Tom the Tool and Zoe was smart 
enough to talk some sense into their relationship before they 
destroyed each other. This is one of the things I like the most about 
this woman. She’s smart. Not only brilliant when it comes to her field, 
but also street smart. 

If only .. . but this is just temporary. Isn’t it? Though, spending the 
night with her, fucking her, can be catalogued as the ultimate 
religious experience—I worshipped her body all night. We even ran 
out of condoms. We’ll have to buy more or just use our mouths and 
bodies to bring each other pleasure. I’m sure that’ll be easy. 

I slowly come to find myself face-to-face with Zoe, her hair tousled 
and spread across the pillow. She looks serene, a picture of early 
morning bliss, and I can’t help but smile. 

My heart beats a little faster. This is new territory, and the last 
time I felt this kind of attraction was with Angelina. But Zoe . . . She’s 
different. Everything about her feels like a fresh breath of air, exciting 
and terrifying all at once. 

I stretch carefully, not wanting to wake her just yet. My mind is a 
whirlwind of thoughts and emotions. How did I get here? With 
Angelina, waking up together was a routine, a comforting habit. With 
Zoe, every moment feels electrifyingly new and dangerously 
unpredictable. 

Her eyes flutter open, and she gives me a sleepy smile that makes 
my heart skip a beat. “Morning,” she murmurs, her voice soft and 
warm. 


“Morning,” I reply, brushing a strand of hair from her face. The 
simplicity of the moment, her warmth against me, it’s intoxicating. 

I lean down, capturing her lips in a deep, soulful kiss. Our mouths 
move together in perfect harmony, and it’s as if time stands still. The 
world around us fades away, leaving only the sensation of her lips 
against mine, soft and inviting. 

Her hands slide up to my shoulders, fingers curling into them as if 
she’s holding on for dear life. Each touch, each caress, sends a wave of 
warmth through me, igniting a fire that sometimes I feel has nothing 
to do with physical desire and everything to do with the connection 
between us. And that’s scary, but something I can fix by keeping my 
distance from her after the wedding. I probably have to forgo the 
remainder of the vacation. 

Yep, that’s the only solution. Go through the ceremony and get a 
plane out of paradise and the best sex I’ve had in a long time. 

“T think someone wants more,” she whispers, her finger tracing my 
already hard dick. 

“Maybe, but we don’t have any condoms.” 

She licks her lips. “Oh, but there are so many other ways.” 

“Are there now?” I ask, trying not to come just by looking at those 
pouty lips promising to suck me dry. 

“There are, and I’m pretty sure you know a thing or two,” she says 
with a sultry voice. “What do you want, Max? Say it.” 

“T want that pretty mouth of yours on my cock,” I growl, my voice 
firm and commanding. “Get over here and suck me like the dirty girl 
you are.” 

Without hesitation, Zoe shifts her position on the bed. She moves 
gracefully, her body responding instinctively to my command. She 
slides over to me, her eyes locked onto mine, filled with a mix of 
anticipation and lust. She positions herself between my legs, her lips 
parting as she leans in. 

Her back is straight, her shoulders slightly squared as she looks up 
at me, her eyes filled with a mix of anticipation and curiosity. The 
movement is fluid yet deliberate. She positions herself perfectly, her 
knees sinking slightly into the soft mattress, her posture poised and 
ready. 

“Good girl,” I murmur, my hand gently caressing her cheek before 
trailing down to my cock. “You know what to do.” 

Her eyes never leave mine as she leans in, her lips parting to take 
me into her mouth. The warmth and wetness of her mouth envelop 
me, and I groan in pleasure. 

She hums around me, the vibrations sending shivers of pleasure 
through my body. I thrust gently into her mouth, guiding her 
movements with my hand. Her tongue swirls around the tip, and I 


can’t help but let out a low, primal groan. 

“Look at you, taking me so deep,” I murmur, my voice thick with 
desire. “You love having my cock in your mouth, don’t you? Such a 
dirty girl.” 

She nods slightly, her eyes filled with lust and submission. Her 
hands come up to stroke the base of my shaft, adding to the 
overwhelming sensations. 

“Fuck, Zoe, I need you. Suck me, baby. Make me come,” I urge, my 
voice thick with desire. 

Her grip tightens, and she starts to stroke me faster. I can feel 
myself getting closer and closer to the edge. She takes me into her 
mouth, her tongue swirling around the tip, sending jolts of pleasure 
through me. 

“Such a dirty girl,” I murmur, watching her as she toys with me. 
“You love this, don’t you? Love the taste of my cock?” 

She moans around me, the vibrations driving me wild. She looks 
up at me, her eyes filled with lust and playfulness. “You taste so good, 
Max,” she purrs, taking me deeper. 

Her hands grip my thighs for support as she works me over with 
her tongue and lips. I can’t help but thrust my hips slightly, pushing 
deeper into her mouth. “Just like that,” I encourage her, my voice 
rough with desire. “Don’t stop, baby.” 

She hums in response, her mouth and hands moving in perfect 
harmony to bring me to the edge. The sensation is overwhelming, her 
teasing and flirting making me lose control. She pulls back, her tongue 
darting out to lick my balls, swirling around them, taking one into her 
mouth and sucking gently. 

“Fuck, Zoe,” I groan, my head falling back in pleasure. “You’re 
driving me insane.” 

She moves lower, her tongue tracing a path further down, teasing 
my perineum before daring to lick my asshole. The unexpected 
pleasure makes me shudder, my grip tightening in her hair. 

“God, you're such a dirty girl,” I growl, my voice rough. “I love it. 
Keep going.” 

Her mouth returns to my cock, her hands working my balls, fingers 
lightly grazing my sensitive skin. The combination of sensations is 
almost too much to bear. “You’re going to make me come so hard,” I 
groan, my hips bucking involuntarily. 

She takes me deep again, her tongue and lips working in perfect 
unison. Her hands continue to massage my balls, adding to the 
overwhelming pleasure. I can feel my release building, the pressure 
almost unbearable. 

“Fuck, Zoe, I’m so close,” I groan, my hips bucking involuntarily. “I 
want to come in that pretty mouth of yours. Make me come, you dirty 


girl.” 

With a final, powerful suck, she sends me over the edge. I come 
hard, my release filling her mouth as I groan her name. She swallows 
every drop, her eyes locked on mine, and the sight of her, so eager 
and willing, drives me wild. 

“Your mouth . .. your fucking mouth is perfect, babe. That’s right, 
sweet girl. Take it all in, my good girl,” I urge, my voice hoarse. 
“Swallow me, let me fuck your little mouth.” 

My hips buck, my dick pulsing in her throat as I thrust into her 
mouth, filling it with my cum. “Wish I could fill your little cunt with 
my seed,” I groan, the fantasy pushing me over the edge. 

Zoe gags slightly, but she doesn’t pull back, swallowing everything 
I have to give her. Every drop of me. 

“T want to fuck your little cunt with my fingers and taste every 
inch of you,” I murmur, positioning myself between her legs. “And I’m 
going to lick that sweet asshole of yours too.” 

I dive between her legs, my tongue exploring every inch of her. 
She moans my name, her fingers threading through my hair as I bring 
her closer and closer to the edge. My fingers slide inside her, curling 
and thrusting, while my tongue teases her clit. She writhes beneath 
me, her body responding to every touch. 

“Come for me, Zoe,” I growl, my tongue flicking against her clit as 
my fingers fuck her. “I want to feel you come all over my hand.” 

With one final thrust of my fingers and a flick of my tongue, she 
does, her body shuddering with pleasure. I continue to lap at her 
juices, savoring the taste of her orgasm. Then, I move lower, my 
tongue circling her asshole, teasing and tasting her in ways she never 
expected. 

“Fuck, Max,” she gasps, her voice trembling. “That feels so good.” 

I look up at her, a satisfied smile on my face. “Good girl. You’re 
such a good girl, Zoe,” I say, crawling up to lie next to her. “Now it’s 
time for my girl to rest. We have a big day ahead of us.” 


Chapter Thirty 
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I BLINK MY EYES 
the crack in the 
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Max is gone. 

A swirl of emoti chest—confusion, regret, a strange 
aching longing. I pull t rs up under my chin, trying to ward off 
the chill that has nothing to do with the temperature of the room. 

What happened last night? How did I let myself get so caught up in 
the moment? In him? 

It wasn’t just a one-time thing. All night we just . . . I turned off my 
brain and let my body and Max guide me with pleasure. And now? 
Well, I need to pull myself together and remember that I’m here for a 
wedding. He’s just a friend who shares some pretty fucking amazing 
benefits with me. Did we break rules last night? 

Probably all of them, but I’m highly satisfied. 

I can’t let this throw me off, not today of all days. It’s Audrey’s 
wedding, and I have bridesmaid duties to focus on. Whatever 
happened with Max was a one-time thing, a momentary lapse in 
judgment. It doesn’t mean anything. 

I force myself to sit up, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed 
and head to the bathroom. I splash cold water on my face and stare at 
my reflection in the mirror—slightly smeared eye makeup, hair 
mussed from .. . I blush just thinking of all the things Max and I did 
all night. 

“Get it together, Zoe,” I mutter to my reflection. “Focus on what’s 
important.” 

I turn the shower on hot and step under the spray, letting the 
water wash away the remnants of last night. Max’s hands on my skin, 
his lips trailing kisses down my neck. I scrub harder, as if I can wash 
the memories down the drain along with the bubbles. 

By the time I emerge, I feel slightly more human. I wrap one of the 


g against the sunlight filtering through 
eel cool against my bare skin. I 
of the bed, but my fingers find 


fluffy hotel towels around myself and head back into the bedroom to 
dig through my suitcase for something to wear. As I do, my gaze falls 
on the pillow beside mine, the one Max’s head rested on just a few 
hours ago. I feel that pang in my chest again and quickly look away. 

With renewed determination, I finish getting ready, slipping into a 
pink sundress, applying a light layer of makeup, and twisting my hair 
into a loose braid. I refuse to let one impulsive decision derail me. I’m 
here for Audrey and I won’t let her down on her big day. 

I gather my things in a tote bag, then grab the garment bag where 
my bridesmaid’s dress is carefully hung in the closet, and my small 
clutch purse. As I move to leave the cabana, a glint of silver catches 
my eye. My heart stutters as I recognize Max’s watch, forgotten on the 
nightstand in our haste last night. 

I hesitate, my fingers hovering over the cool metal. I should return 
it to him. It’s the polite thing to do. But the thought of facing him 
again so soon, of trying to find the right words to say, makes my 
stomach churn. It’s okay, I tell myself. We’re adults who had fun and 
can occupy the same space the next morning without any 
awkwardness. 

Be a grown-up, Zoe. I snatch up the watch and tuck it into my 
purse. I’'ll find a way to give it back to him later, when I’m feeling 
more composed. And when I can make sure no one sees us. It’s not 
that ’m ashamed of what happened between us, but I don’t want to be 
giving explanations to anyone about the one night we spent together. 

I take one last look around the room, my gaze lingering on the 
rumpled sheets, before I square my shoulders and walk out the door. 
As I make my way out of the cabana, I try to push all thoughts of Max 
and our night together to the back of my mind. 

Today is about Audrey and her happiness. Everything else can 
wait. 

But even as I walk toward the main hotel, my mind keeps drifting 
back to Max. The way he looked at me, the way his touch ignited 
something deep within me. I can’t help but wonder if P’ll feel like that 
again—ever. 

Was it just a one-time thing, a moment of weakness fueled by too 
much champagne and the romantic atmosphere of the wedding? 
Obviously, it was a one-time thing. Besides, it wasn’t alcohol-fueled . . 
. | was pretty aware of what we were doing. It was a mix of loneliness, 
the romantic view, and the irresistible pull between us. 

I shake my head, trying to dispel the thoughts. It doesn’t matter. 
Max and I come from different worlds. Whatever happened between 
us last night—spending the night and penetration so many times—it 
can’t happen again. 

As I walk through the lush flora of Fiji and the resort’s beautiful 


paths, I finally arrive at my destination. Stepping into the lobby, I spot 
Audrey across the room, looking radiant in her white robe that reads 
“Bride” in gold letters, as she talks animatedly with her mother. 

I start to make my way toward them, but I freeze when I see Max 
emerge from the hallway. He looks as handsome as ever, casually 
dressed in shorts and a t-shirt. Knowing every muscle of his body and 
those intriguing tattoos makes me blush. Our eyes meet, and for a 
moment, it feels like the rest of the world falls away. 

I see a flicker of something in his gaze—whether regret or, longing, 
I can’t be sure. But then he looks away, and the moment is gone. He 
strides across the lobby, disappearing into the crowd of guests. A 
sinking feeling settles in my stomach. I guess it was just a one-night 
thing, and we’re not supposed to talk about it. 

Taking a deep breath, I try to calm the pounding of my heart. I 
can’t let myself get distracted. Not today. This is Audrey’s big day, and 
I need to focus on being there for her. Plastering a smile on my face, I 
hurry over to the bride-to-be, ready to help her with whatever she 
needs. 

As I approach Audrey, I push thoughts of Max to the back of my 
mind. Today is about celebrating love and new beginnings. Even if my 
own romantic life is complicated, I’m determined to make this day 
perfect for my friend. 


As I HELP Audrey with her hair and makeup, I try to focus on the task 
at hand. But my mind keeps wandering back to last night, to the feel 
of Max’s skin against mine, to the way he looked at me like I was the 
only person in the world. 

“Zoe, are you okay?” Audrey asks, her voice snapping me out of 
my thoughts. “You seem a little distracted.” 

I force a smile. “I’m fine, just a little tired. We had a late night. 
You guys sure know how to throw a good rehearsal dinner.” 

Zoe Harper, you’re such a liar. For all you know, the whole thing ended 
right after you ran off to your cabana and let Max rock your world. 

Thankfully, Audrey nods, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “I 
can’t believe it’s finally happening. I’m getting married.” 

I squeeze her hand. “You’re going to be the most beautiful bride.” 

“T knew it, you liar,” Lily says accusatorially. “I see that you tell all 
the brides the same thing during their wedding day. I thought I was 
special.” 

I roll my eyes. “Seriously, Lil? Leave the dramatics aside.” 

“Joking,” she mouths. 

“Maybe it’s not us being beautiful brides but you, Zoe,” Audrey 


says, looking at herself in the mirror and touching the flower crown I 
just placed on her head. “You’re amazing at this makeup and hair 
thing. If the legal gig stops working, you can start working as an 
esthetician.” 

“Sure.” I smile and nod. Would I have loved to be a makeup artist? 
Probably, but my parents would have disowned me if I had done it. 

It’s the same reason why Lily couldn’t just be an artist. Well, now 
she’s a full-time artist. After that life-changing trip, she decided to do 
what she loves. 

If I had the chance, would I stop working for the greediest 
corporate law firm in Boston? I will soon, but I wouldn’t become a 
makeup artist. A law firm for low-income people would really make a 
difference. 

“Tt’s almost time,” someone calls out, snapping me back to reality. 
I quickly make the last adjustments, including fixing Audrey’s hair. 

“Zoe, could you make sure my veil is straight? I think I just messed 
it up,” Audrey asks, looking at me with wide eyes as if she’s just 
ruined the perfect day. 

“Tt’s totally fine,” I reassure her, adjusting the veil and smoothing 
out any wrinkles in her dress. “You look perfect.” 

She takes a deep breath. “Thanks, Zoe, for being here and offering 
to do my makeup and hair after the makeup artist bailed on me. I 
don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

I smile, giving her a reassuring nod. “I’m glad to help.” 

As Audrey heads toward the door, I take one last look in the 
mirror, touching up my own hair and makeup. Today is all about her, 
and I’m determined to make it perfect, despite the whirlwind of 
emotions still swirling inside me. 

The room buzzes with excitement and nervous energy. As I watch 
Audrey prepare to take her first steps toward her new life, I can’t help 
but feel a mix of joy for her and a twinge of something else for myself. 
But I push those thoughts aside. This is Audrey’s moment. [’ll think 
about myself later. There’s a plan, I just need to set it all up. 

With a deep breath, I follow Audrey out of the room, ready to face 
whatever the day brings—including, inevitably, Max. 


Chapter Thirty-One 


THE CEREMONY 
exchanges vows 
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I can’t help but longing. Someday, I hope to find 
someone who will look as if there’s nobody else more important 
in the world—Someone who will love me the way Liam loves Audrey. 

The reception is set close to the ocean, with a perfect blend of 
shade and tropical beauty. Palm trees sway gently in the breeze, and 
the sound of waves crashing nearby adds to the idyllic atmosphere. 
Tables are loaded with an array of delicious food, from fresh seafood 
to colorful tropical fruits, and the drinks are a mix of refreshing 
cocktails and fine wines. It’s great not having to sit down to a five- 
course meal while trying to make small talk with whoever the 
wedding planner or the bride decided to sit us with. 

If I ever get married, sign me up for one of these short, sweet, and 
swoony destination weddings. Audrey and Liam look blissfully happy 
as they share their first dance as husband and wife. Their joy is 
infectious, and soon everyone joins in. 

As I watch the newlyweds, I feel a tap on my shoulder. I turn, my 
heart racing, and find Max standing there, looking as handsome as 
ever. He holds out his hand and asks, “May I have this dance?” 

I nod numbly, letting him lead me back onto the dance floor. As 
we sway to the music, I can’t help but wonder what this dance might 
mean for us. 

I know I need to talk to him, to clear the air and figure out what 
this all means. But the thought of facing him terrifies me. What’s there 
to say? Other than, “You left your watch on my nightstand,” or, “Can 
we repeat it again for the next few nights?” 

Either one is better than admitting that my heart is starting to 
confuse our agreement and maybe... well, maybe it should be over. 


Audrey looking radiant as she 
life. The sun filters through the 
magical glow on the happy 
both watch with teary eyes as 
each other. 


How stupid would I be to keep this going? It’s Tom all over again. 
Thankfully, I know his expectations and I can end this before things 
get .. . well worse, because with Tom I never felt the pull I do with 
Max. 

“You okay?” Max asks, his lips close to my ear, sending a shiver 
down my spine. 

I nod. 

“Liar,” he mouths, a teasing glint in his eyes. “You’re thinking 
about last night, aren’t you?” 

“Shh.” I glare at him, feeling a mix of annoyance and 
embarrassment. 

“You can’t tell me you didn’t love it—all of it,” he says 
suggestively. “I recall you saying, ‘Faster, Max, deeper. Yes, more.” 

“Shut up. That was...” I start, my cheeks burning. 

Max smirks, leaning even closer. “Admit it, Zoe. You loved every 
second. The way I touched you, the way I made you beg for more. 
You're still thinking about it, aren’t you?” 

I try to maintain my composure, but his words and proximity are 
making it difficult. “Max, we’re in public,” I hiss, glancing around 
nervously. 

He chuckles softly, clearly enjoying my discomfort. “Doesn’t 
change the fact that you want it again. Want me again. I can see it in 
your eyes.” 

“Max...” I warn, my voice a mix of frustration and longing. 

He presses a quick kiss to my ear, his breath hot against my skin. 
“Just say the word, and I'll give you everything you crave, right here, 
right now.” 

“Max, stop,” I say, though my resolve is weakening. 

He pulls back slightly, a wicked grin on his face. “Fine, P’ll stop. . . 
for now. But don’t think for a second that I'll forget the way you 
screamed my name. The way your body trembled under mine.” 

I swallow hard, trying to steady my racing heart. “You’re 
impossible.” 

“And you love it,” he replies confidently, his eyes twinkling with 
mischief. 

I roll my eyes, but I can’t help the smile tugging at my lips. 
“Maybe. Just a little.” 

“Thought so,” he says, giving me a wink. “I went to buy a couple 
boxes of condoms in case . . . in case you want an encore.” 

I look up at him, my heart pounding like a drum against my rib 
cage. Max’s smirk is still there, teasing and playful. The suggestion 
hangs in the air between us, heavy with the promise of more nights 
like the last. My cheeks are still burning from our earlier conversation, 
but now it’s not just embarrassment that’s making them hot—it’s 


anticipation, too. 
“Is there anything else you can think of other than sex?” I ask, 
shaking my head. 

“Nope. And somehow, I think you like that about me,” he says, his 
voice low and seductive. The words are like a promise, a dare. I can’t 
help but lean into him, letting his warmth seep into my bones. 

The music intensifies around us, loud and pulsing, but all I can 
hear is the sound of my own heartbeat, frantic in my ears. I can feel 
the anticipation building inside me, a knot of excitement in my 
stomach that only Max seems to be able to untangle. 

His eyes, dark and intense, hold mine as we move together on the 
dance floor. The world around us fades away, and it’s just us, caught 
in this moment of possibility. I know I should be cautious, that getting 
involved with Max could complicate things. But right now, with his 
hands on my waist and his breath on my skin, I can’t bring myself to 
care. 

As the song reaches its climax, Max pulls me closer, his lips 
brushing my ear. “Would you like to come with me?” he asks, his 
breath hot against my cheek. I know what he’s asking without having 
to say the words out loud. Another night, another chance to explore 
each other in the dark. 

For a moment, I hesitate. But then I look up at him, seeing the 
hope and desire in his eyes, and I know there’s only one answer I can 
give. 

“Yes,” I whisper, my voice barely audible over the music. And as I 
say the word, I know that I mean it with every fiber of my being. 

“Where?” I ask, my voice barely audible over the pulsing music. I 
can feel the vibrations of the bass in my chest as I lean closer to Max, 
my heart pounding in anticipation. 

He looks at me with a sly smile, his eyes glinting with mischief. 
“How about a walk on the beach?” he suggests, his hand brushing 
against mine. “Or we can go to your cabana again . . . like I said, 
there’s a lot we can still repeat from yesterday and new things we can 
do today.” 

“A walk is fine,” I reply, trying to sound casual despite the 
excitement bubbling inside me. Max takes my hand, and my heart 
skips a beat. My breath catches, and warmth spreads through me. 

Max’s smile widens, and he leads me toward the exit. We step 
outside into the tropical night air, leaving the music and laughter 
behind us. The moonlight bathes the beach in a silver glow, and the 
soft sound of the waves crashing against the shore creates a serene 
backdrop. 

Hand in hand, we walk toward the water, the sand cool beneath 
our feet. The ocean stretches out before us, endless and inviting. As 


we stroll along the shoreline, the gentle breeze carries the scent of salt 
and the promise of new beginnings. 

“Isn’t this better than the dance floor where everyone was 
watching us?” Max asks, his voice breaking the comfortable silence. 

I nod, feeling a sense of peace settle over me. “Much better.” 

As we continue our walk, the sun begins to set, casting a warm 
golden glow over the water. The sky is a canvas of vibrant oranges, 
pinks, and purples reflecting off the gentle waves that lap at our feet. 

Max squeezes my hand gently, and I glance up at him, catching the 
way the fading light softens his features. There’s a quiet contentment 
in his expression, a noticeable change from the teasing smirk he 
usually wears. 

“This is beautiful,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper, as if 
speaking too loudly might break the magic of the moment. “I’ve 
decided that if I ever get married, I’ll go against my parents’ wishes 
and have a destination wedding far away from them—and close to the 
ocean.” 

“Yeah?” He snorts. “Good luck finding someone who’ll agree to 
that.” 

“If he loves me, he’ll agree.” My voice comes out a little defensive, 
but really, if this perfect man—for me—loves me so much he wants to 
spend the rest of his life with me, I don’t see why he wouldn’t agree to 
a wedding like that, just the two of us. 

“Not if he has a mother like mine,” he refutes. “She’d never forgive 
me.” 

“Tt’s a choice, though, making your mother happy—or your future 
wife.” 

I mean, look at Audrey and Liam. They’re having a reception for 
all their friends in a couple of weeks. That's something he could do 
too, but I don’t say that out loud. 

He rubs the back of his neck with his free hand. “Lucky for me, I 
don’t plan on getting one of those—wives.” 

“Lucky for you.” I wink at him, because why am I even bickering 
about this whole thing with him. “It’s good that you know what you 
want—or don’t want—in life.” 

“Have you decided what you want?” he asks, his thumb gently 
stroking the back of my hand. 

“Maybe. I'll probably start by opening my own law firm, taking 
cases that’ll pay me enough to live comfortably while doing some pro 
bono work,” I finally say out loud what I was thinking earlier. “I’m 
going to give myself a couple of years before I have a baby. If I meet 
someone who I love and wants to have children with me? That’d be 
amazing. But if not, Pll start a family on my own.” 

“That’s brave,” he says, a little surprised. “But really, you plan to 


do it all on your own?” 

I’m not sure if he’s referring to opening a firm or having a baby, 
but I just answer, “Uh-huh. I think it’s time for me to get what I want, 
you know?” 

We continue walking in comfortable silence, the only sounds 
around us are the rhythmic crashing of the waves and the occasional 
call of a seabird. The warmth of the sand between our toes and the 
cool breeze on our skin make the moment feel surreal, like a scene out 
of a dream. 

Suddenly, Caleb comes running toward us, shattering our peaceful 
bubble. “Glad I found you. There’s a job that needs our attention.” 

“Right now?” Max asks, clearly annoyed. 

“Yep. Ethan, you, and I have to leave. Liam is arranging the 
transportation for us,” Caleb explains urgently. 

Max’s reluctance is palpable. “Okay, let’s go.” He hesitates, looking 
at me as if he’s about to kiss me but then thinks better of it. Instead, 
he offers a small, regretful smile. “Goodbye, Zoe.” 

I watch as he jogs off with Caleb, a mix of disappointment and 
understanding settling in my chest. As they disappear into the 
distance, I take a deep breath, letting the soothing sounds of the ocean 
wash over me once more. 

This is a good way to end whatever happened between us, I think. 
Once we’re back in Boston, we’ll have to make new rules because this 
has to be over. 

Over, I repeat to myself, but somehow the word feels like a lie, and 
I don’t like that one bit. As I stand alone on the beach, I can’t shake 
the feeling that this isn’t really the end, but perhaps the beginning of 
something I’m not quite ready to face. 


Chapter Thirty-Two 
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My stomach churns a ink about all the changes I’m about to 
make in my life. Quitting my job is going to be the hardest part. I 
work long hours, but the benefits are great. Like good health 
insurance and paid vacations that I won’t get once I’m my own boss. 

I gulp, realizing the magnitude of everything that’s going to 
happen within the next year. Thankfully, I have my savings and lots of 
experience. 

It’s going to be okay, Zoe. Totally fine. 

Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I turn my attention to my 
surroundings. My eyes roam over the sparse furnishings, taking 
inventory. The basics are here—a couch, a small dining table, a bed. 
But the room still feels empty, unfinished. I know I could fix it with a 
shopping spree, but I push away the thought. Every penny needs to go 
into savings right now. For the future—my firm, and maybe even a 
family . . . someday. 

It’s just a matter of finding a guy who can be a thousand times 
better than Max inside and outside the bedroom. Though we were 
only confined to a room—however, something tells me that he 
would’ve had sex anywhere and everywhere if needed. Even the 
beach, if Caleb hadn’t suddenly interrupted us because there was some 
kind of work emergency. Wait, why am I comparing men to 
Maximillian McCallister? I only spent a night with him. 

One very well-lived night. 

Okay, it was more than the one night. We’d been playing for days 
and that was just the . . . I shake my head, trying to physically 
dislodge the thought of him that keeps intruding. Max. It was a 


magical night, yes. The stuff of fantasies. But that’s all it was—a 
fantasy. Define it as a break from reality in a tropical setting where 
make-believe took place and now it’s over. Something about the 
pristine beaches and lush jungles of Fiji made anything seem possible. 
Now, back in reality, I need to focus on what’s important. 

My career. My goals. Me. 

I’m startled out of my thoughts by my phone vibrating insistently 
in my pocket. Suppressing a groan, I fish it out and glance at the 
screen. Work. Of course. It’s like they can sense my presence and are 
ready to reel me back to their dungeon. 

“Hello?” My voice sounds tired even to my own ears. 

“Zoe, hi. Welcome back to Boston. How was the wedding?” Lora’s 
high-pitched voice comes through the other end. 

“Oh, um, lovely. Really lovely,” I say, somehow surprised by her 
question. When she doesn’t say anything, I continue as I settle onto 
the couch, kicking off my sandals. “Fiji is beautiful. I highly 
recommend it. But I’m sure you didn’t call me for that. What’s up? 
Please don’t tell me there’s some emergency . . .” 

As I brace myself for whatever work-related crisis Lora might 
throw at me, I can’t help but feel a mix of anticipation and dread. The 
real world is calling, and it’s time to face the changes I’ve set in 
motion. 

“No, no emergency. Just wanted to check in about the Endicott 
file. Think you can tackle it this week?” Lora asks, a hopeful edge to 
her tone. “I know you're still on vacation, but we really need that 
done ASAP.” 

I rub my temple. Usually, I’d jump at the chance to take the lead 
on a major client. But right now... 

“Actually, Lora, I don’t think I can do it this week. There’s—” 

“But it has to be done ASAP, Zoe. Is everything okay? Should we 
call a doctor for you?” Lora cuts me off, the urgency in her voice 
making me want to jump out of my skin. But the gaslighting, that 
makes me want to yell at her—which I won’t though. “If not, just 
know that we really need you. It’s not like we can just tell the client 
we need more time when things are time sensitive. If anything, you 
can do it from home—since it’s your time off.” 

“Yeah, no, I’m fine. Just . . . jet lagged.” I force a smile, trying to 
make my voice sound pleasant on the other end of the line. 

“If you’re well, then I don’t see the problem,” she says with a 
sweet, cunning voice. 

Ugh, I better say yes before I end up on her blacklist. “Never mind. 
I'll take the Endicott case. No problem.” 

“Great. That’s great. I’ll send over the files. Oh, and Zoe? It’s good 
to have you back.” 


I want to scream but I’m not back, though I can’t. I need to keep my 
cool and hope that this week’s work is paid because. Maybe it’ll be 
best if I just show up at the office. I just need a gallon of coffee and a 
shower; it’ll be fine. 

“See you soon, Lora.” I end the call and lean back into the 
cushions, staring up at the ceiling. 

Rising from the couch, I move to the fridge and grab a bottle of 
cold water, taking a long swig. As I lower the bottle, I catch sight of 
the magnetic calendar stuck to the door, tomorrow’s date circled in 
red. My meeting with the life coach is in the morning. Do I still need 
it? I kind of know what I’m doing with my life and how to get this 
started. 

I can always move it to another day, or replace it with a real estate 
agent who can help me find a place where I can set up the offices of 
Harper Law. That has a ring to it, doesn’t it? 

Well, it doesn’t matter what I decide to do, I need to focus on the 
next case and then I’ll figure out next steps. 

With a resigned sigh, I head to the kitchen and start brewing a pot 
of coffee. The aroma of freshly ground beans fills the air, offering a 
small comfort. As the coffee brews, I rummage through the pantry for 
something to eat, settling on a granola bar. It’s not much, but it will 
have to do. 

I take my makeshift meal to the bathroom and start the shower, 
waiting for the water to heat up. Stripping off my clothes, I step under 
the warm spray, letting it wash away the fatigue and stress clinging to 
me. As the water cascades down, I try to shake off the feeling of dread 
creeping up on me. 

The reality of my situation settles in: ’m back in Boston, already 
pulled into work, and facing major life changes. As I rinse off, I steel 
myself for the challenges ahead, determined to make my dreams a 
reality, no matter how daunting they may seem. 

Why did I agree to take on the Endicott file? Oh, right, because I 
have a terrible habit of saying yes to everything. Well, it doesn’t 
matter why. It’s time to get to work. 

After a quick shower, I towel off and put on a comfortable yet 
professional outfit. I gather my laptop and everything I need to pick 
up the files at the office, making a mental note to ensure that any time 
I put into this week is billed—and goes toward my monthly bonus. 

With my bag slung over my shoulder, I step out of my apartment 
and head to the office. 

The moment I push through the revolving doors of Hoffman, Roger 
& Associates, ’m enveloped in an atmosphere of power and prestige. 
Gleaming glass and polished steel stretch skyward, the building’s sleek 
exterior a perfect prelude to what awaits inside. 


I step into the lobby, my heels clicking against imported Italian 
marble floors that definitely cost more than my annual salary. The 
space exudes quiet sophistication, with modern art pieces adorning 
the walls and a water feature that whispers gentle ambient noise. 

At the center of it all stands a massive reception desk, its surface a 
slab of gleaming onyx. Behind it, a perfectly coiffed receptionist gives 
me a practiced nod. I return a polite smile, trying not to feel like I 
want to quit and live the rest of my life in Fiji. 

As I make my way to the elevator bank, I catch a whiff of 
expensive cologne and freshly brewed artisanal coffee. The firm spares 
no expense, not even for the morning caffeine fix. I step into the 
elevator, its mirrored interior reflecting my slightly tired expression 
back at me. “I feel you, girl,” I tell myself. “I need another two days of 
sleep, but... let’s just get to work.” 

Taking a deep breath, I press the button for my floor, ready to dive 
back into the world of billable hours and legal jargon. 

I unlock the door to my office and step inside, the familiar scent of 
polished wood and fresh paper welcoming me. My desk is already 
piled with documents, and the Endicott file sits ominously at the top. I 
set my bag down and power up my computer. 

Before I start, I make sure Lora knows I’m here. If I’m going to give 
up my vacation time, it’s going to count. With everything in order, I 
take a deep breath and open the file, my mind shifting gears from the 
serene beaches of Fiji to the cold, hard reality of corporate law. 

As I dive into the work, I can’t help but daydream about what my 
life coach would say—if I had gone to my first appointment. Probably 
something about setting boundaries and prioritizing my own needs. 
Maybe someday I’ll actually follow that advice. Will I even be able to 
quit my job? 

Instead of grabbing the files, I choose to stay at the office so I can 
get this done faster. 

Bad idea. 

Hours pass in a blur of legal documents and caffeine. I glance at 
the clock—nearly midnight already. The pizza box that’s been my 
source of nourishment since lunch is empty, and I’m out of granola 
bars. The sensible choice would be to pack it in and start fresh in the 
morning, but I’m too wired now, my mind racing with all the things 
left to do. 

As I stare at the mountain of work still ahead, I can’t help but 
wonder how long I can keep working myself to the bone for some 
wealthy man who wants to take over a company and destroy it. 

Coffee. I need coffee. 

I pad into the corporate kitchen and approach the state-of-the-art 
coffee machine. After fumbling with a few buttons, it whirs to life. As 


I wait, I catch a glimpse of my reflection on the machine. Tired eyes 
stare back at me, dark circles hinting at my exhaustion. 

I brush my fingers over the delicate skin there, remembering how 
Max traced the same path almost a week ago. It feels like only last 
night and forever since we were together. Thinking about him upsets 
me. Seriously, why do I feel these ghost pains when it comes to Max? 
It’s like I lost a limb or something. I don’t even know why though. The 
guy is nothing to me. 

Nothing. 

The coffee machine finishes its cycle, and my mug is now filled 
with dark, steaming goodness. I yawn but head back to my desk, 
determined to push through the fatigue. 

As I settle back into work, I take a sip of coffee and refocus. 
There’s still a lot to do, even when I have nothing else to prove. In 
fact, by next month I'll be handing in my resignation and starting my 
future. 

Goodbye long hours and hello . . . Well, I don’t even know what 
my workload is going to look like but hopefully it’ll be a lot different 
than this one. 


Chapter Thirty-Three 


MaxMc: Why are you still at work? 

Zoe: Are you back? 
MaxMc: Nope, still busy but | wanted to check on you. Before 
texting | made sure you were home and. . . surprise, you’ve been 


at the office since noon. Go home, baby. 


Zoe: | need to finish this. Then I'll have the entire week off. When 
are you back? 


MaxMc: Probably in a couple of weeks. 
Zoe: Your job sucks. 

MaxMc: I’m starting to think the same. 
Zoe: But you own the company, so you can't just quit. 

MaxMc: No, but | can delegate. 
Zoe: Hey, | need to finish working. 


MaxMc: I'll have one of my guys drive you home when you’re 
ready. | don’t want you driving alone late at night. 


Zoe: Thank you. 


MaxMc: Miss you. 


Chapter Thirty-Four 


“YOU SHOULD’V 
walk into the chi 

It’s new, tre 
tiptoeing around 
the crowd, search 


our night out. 

cat at a dog show, awkwardly 
es I don’t belong. My eyes scan 
ho insists that after Fiji I became 
a hermit. It’s only eks, and I wouldn’t call myself a 
hermit. More like a w ic ant planning her escape from the 
corporate colony, desperately seeking her own little leaf to call home. 

Also, I’m trying to bury myself in work so I don’t think about Max 
who I have to break up with ASAP. Not that it’d be a real break up 
because we’re nothing. Nothing. Just friends and . . . hopefully, I just 
have a crush on him and I’m not literally in love with the guy. He'll 
probably laugh at this new turn of events. 

The thrum of music and chatter fills the air. I adjust my dress, 
hoping I look more confident than I feel. It’s been almost a month 
since Audrey’s wedding, and this is the first time I’ve had time to hang 
out with Lily and her friends. 

Sure, she insists they’re my friends too, but somehow I still feel a 
little like an outsider. More so when I’m hoping to avoid a certain man 
who is almost out of my mind. Almost. And hopefully, he won’t be 
here tonight. 

Unfortunately, I spoke too soon. Across the room, I spot him. Max. 
He’s laughing at something Liam just said, his tall frame leaning 
casually against the bar. He’s back and didn’t say anything? 

Not that I care, of course. We’re nothing. I groan inwardly, because 
if I have to repeat that phrase one more time, I’m going to scream. As 
if sensing my gaze, he turns, and our eyes meet. My breath catches. 
His smile fades into something more guarded. 

Okay, so maybe he never liked me and only wanted to have a good 
time, which is totally fine. We can go back to semi-tolerating each 
other and just be polite for the sake of everyone around us. I don’t 
have to have ‘the talk’ with him. Yay for small miracles. 


I should just start hanging with my own friends. Oh wait, I can’t 
because the acquaintances I had chose Tom over me. 

I reach the table where Lily, Audrey, and another woman are 
sitting. The other woman is with Caleb, Audrey specifies. Yet another 
new flavor for the weekend—or maybe only tonight. 

“Zoe, you look amazing,” Lily says. “Love that top. Is that from the 
shopping spree you went on with Mom and Cleo?” 

“Yeah, the one you bailed on and left me with them,” I growl, 
because shopping with our older sister and mom is a nightmare. 

“Sorry,” she says. “What do you want to drink? The first round is 
on me.” 

I order something fancy and pricey that I can’t even pronounce; all 
I know is that it has tequila and mango. Hopefully the mango won’t 
make me sick. Lily heads to the bar where Ethan is. She soon returns 
with our drinks. We chat for a while, and then a new guy arrives. 

He’s handsome, with an oval face and a strong jawline that catches 
my attention immediately. As he approaches, I notice his medium- 
sized, almond-shaped eyes that are a striking shade of light brown or 
hazel, giving him an intense and confident gaze. His thick, well- 
defined eyebrows are slightly arched, complementing his straight, 
moderately narrow nose. 

Lily’s eyes light up as she notices him. She leans in close to me, her 
voice barely above a whisper. “Isn’t he gorgeous? I think you’re going 
to love him.” 

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Great, they’re setting me up. 

Lily practically bounces on her toes as she leads the new guy over. 
“Zoe, I want you to meet Alec. Alec, this is my sister, Zoe.” 

Alec extends his hand, a warm smile playing on his lips. “It’s great 
to finally meet you, Zoe. Lily’s told me a lot about you.” 

I shake his hand, feeling a mix of curiosity and apprehension. “All 
good things, I hope,” I reply, trying to match his easy demeanor. 

As we exchange pleasantries, I can’t help but feel Lily’s eager gaze 
on us, clearly hoping for sparks to fly. While Alec is undeniably 
attractive, my mind can’t help but wander to the other side of the 
room where Max stands. Which is clearly a big mistake. I shouldn’t 
care about him at all. 

“T think you two would really hit it off,” Lily whispers, all giddy. 

I smile politely, my mind still partially on Max though. But 
tonight, it’s about trying new things and maybe, just maybe, letting go 
of the past—and the impossible, aka Max. Who knows? Maybe this 
new guy will be the distraction I need to finally stop thinking about 
the man who’s been occupying my thoughts far too often lately. 

Okay, he’s not bad looking. I could dig this for a date or two—if he 
has good conversational skills, maybe we can think a little longer 


term. 

“So, Lily tells me you’re a lawyer,” Alec starts, leaning against the 
table in a relaxed pose. 

“Yeah, that’s right,” I say, trying to keep my tone light. “Corporate 
law mostly. What about you?” 

“Tm in advertising,” he says, his eyes twinkling. “Mostly creative 
stuff—coming up with catchy slogans, designing campaigns. It’s a lot 
of fun.” 

“That sounds interesting,” I say genuinely. “I’ve always admired 
people who can come up with creative ideas on the spot. I’m more of 
a by-the-book kind of person.” 

“Well, I think we’d make a great team then,” he jokes, his smile 
widening. “You keep things grounded, and I’ll keep them exciting.” 

I laugh, not sure what to make out of this conversation. Is it me or 
is he coming on a little too strong? Maybe this is blind date jitters? At 
least he knew he’d be meeting me. I’m blindsided by this whole thing. 

“So, what do you do for fun when youw’re not buried in legal 
briefs?” Alec asks, his tone casual but interested. 

“I enjoy reading, hiking, and sometimes painting,” I lie because I 
don’t want to tell him I don’t have much time off, though when I do, I 
like to travel places, even if it’s just taking the train in the morning 
and ending up in some New England small town in the afternoon 
where I can explore and do something new and different. 

He looks at me expectantly, obviously waiting for more, so I say, 
“Though I haven’t had much time for any of those lately.” 

“Painting? That’s cool. What do you like to paint?” 

I open my eyes wide. Really, he wants to know what I paint? My 
nails, if I have time. Damn it, he was supposed to move on. Glancing 
at Lily, I recall the last painting she created and say, “Mostly 
landscapes. It’s a nice escape from the structured world of law.” 

“Maybe you can show me some of your work sometime,” Alec 
suggests. “Or we can go for a hike.” 

Before I can respond, I feel a presence behind me. Turning, I see 
Max, looking as handsome as ever, but with an air of arrogance that 
makes my blood boil. 

“Hey, Zoe. Can I talk to you for a second?” Max says, barely 
glancing at Alec. “It’s about a legal issue.” 

I honestly don’t want to go with him—though it’d be great to leave 
the awkward conversation with Alec. Decisions, decisions. 

“Tt’s really important,” Max presses, sounding a little bossy. 

I glare at him, really not caring for his tone. 

“You can go,” Alec offers. “We can continue our conversation 
when you’re done, exchange numbers and maybe plan a real date.” He 
winks at me and adds, “You can paint me during our first hike.” 


Paint him during the date while hiking? That’s . . . weird. “Uh, 
sure. Sorry, Pll be back . . .” Never. I’m heading home right after I 
figure out what Max wants. If it’s legal help as he just stated, I’ll just 
give him the number to another one of my colleagues. 

Max finally looks at Alec, offering a tight smile. “Sorry to interrupt, 
Alan.” 

“Tt’s Alec,” he corrects, clearly annoyed. “No problem, just make 
sure you don’t monopolize her for long.” 

“Sure, Alfred.” Max dismisses him with a nod and turns back to 
me. “Shall we?” 

I give Alec an apologetic look as Max leads me away. Once we’re 
out of earshot, I can’t help but ask, “What’s this legal issue you need 
to discuss so urgently?” 

Max smirks, a glint in his eyes telling me he’s up to no good. “Oh, 
that? I just needed to rescue you from Mr. Perfect over there. He’s not 
your type.” 

I roll my eyes. “Really, Max? I was actually enjoying the 
conversation,” I lie. 

“Yeah, I could tell,” he says, sarcasm dripping from his words. 
“He’s a real charmer, that Alvin.” 

“Tt’s Alec, and you know it,” I snap, crossing my arms. “Why do 
you have to be so... . so insufferable?” 

“Insufferable? Me?” Max feigns innocence. 

“You interrupted me for no reason,” I protest. 

“I had a reason,” he refutes. 

I cross my arms. “Really, please tell me why you had to drag me 
out of what was a pleasant first date.” 

He laughs. “Good one, Harper.” The asshole laughs as if I just 
delivered the best joke he’s heard in ages. 

“Explain yourself, McCallister,” I press, glaring at him and tapping 
my foot exasperated. 

“If you must know, I made a commitment to save people—I was 
simply saving you from him. You were about to die of boredom.” 

“It was a perfectly fine conversation for a first date,” I retort, 
feeling the familiar frustration bubbling up. “He’s nice, you know. Lily 
thinks we'll hit it off.” 

Max scoffs. “He’s definitely not your type. It’s like going back to 
Tom the Tool but douchier.” 

“You don’t know that,” I argue. 

“But I do,” he states, stepping closer—so close I can feel the heat of 
his body. “As I said, I’m just doing my civic duty and looking after 
you. You’re welcome.” 

I can’t help but laugh, despite myself. “You’re impossible, you 
know that?” 


“And you love it,” he replies with a wink. 

I shake my head, trying to hide my smile. “Okay, Mr. Arrogant. 
What do you really want? If you don’t mind, I’d rather go home than 
have to deal with you.” 

As I wait for Max’s response, I can’t help but wonder why he really 
pulled me away from Alec, and what this means for us. 

“T already told you.” He shrugs, his playful demeanor fading 
slightly. “Save you from a bad date. Maybe warn you about Lily and 
your family. I heard they’re trying to find your ‘Mr. Right.’ There’s 
something about you going shopping for a new wardrobe.” His eyes 
roam over my body, lingering on my top as a slow, appreciative smirk 
spreads across his face. “I approve, by the way. Pretty sexy.” 

I feel a mix of annoyance, confusion, and upset bubbling up inside 
me. “How do you know all this?” I demand, crossing my arms 
defensively. 

“Well, from what I heard, it seems like you’re going through a 
crisis,” Max says, leaning casually against the bar. His eyes never 
leave mine as he continues, “Your job too. What is up with that, 
Harper?” 

“It was part of our conversation in Fiji, obviously you weren’t 
listening . . .” I trail off, biting back the words ‘or cared’ that threaten 
to spill out. Instead, I force a tight smile. “I told you I was going to do 
it.” 

The tension between us is palpable, a mix of attraction and 
frustration. I can’t help but wonder why Max is so interested in my life 
changes, and why his opinion suddenly matters so much to me. As I 
struggle to maintain my composure, I realize that dealing with Max 
McCallister might be more complicated than I initially thought. 

Plus my future is really something I don’t want to discuss right 
now with him or anyone. I’m feeling a bit lost because now that I’ve 
given the deposit and first and last months’ rent for my new office, I’m 
terrified of what’s next—officially giving my resignation to the firm. 
My family saying I’m making a mistake isn’t helping. 

“You did, and I’m glad you’re finally taking that step,” he says, 
“but your family seems a little alarmed, so I really wanted to check on 
you. If anything, you need someone who’s on your side and not a 
bunch of assholes telling you that you'll fail.” 

Honestly, I’m not sure how to feel about what he just said. This 
could’ve been a text. Maybe next time, call me, or why interrupt my date? 
But I don’t say any of that. At least we’re talking and not making 
things awkward after that one night we spent together, which 
obviously meant nothing to him. 

It’s been what, three weeks? Probably. I lost count. We fucked the 
first night, the wedding happened, and then he disappeared. If Ethan 


and Caleb hadn’t gone with him, I would’ve sworn it was the best 
excuse to get rid of an unexpected and awkward one-night stand. And 
even when it’s been a long time, it still feels like it was yesterday 
when he was pinning me to the door and... . stop those thoughts right 
now, Zoe. You don’t want to go there. Not again. 

“Well, you see me. I’m fine.” 

He glances over. “You're fine.” Max raises an eyebrow, a hint of a 
smirk playing on his lips. “Really fine. I wouldn’t mind looking more 
in detail to see that nothing has changed since the last time we... 
saw each other.” 

I feel my cheeks heat up at his innuendo and the memory of that 
night. It was a moment of weakness, a lapse in judgment. One that 
can’t happen again. 

“That was then, in Fiji,” I say, my voice wavering slightly. “We had 
fun, and we both know it should stay in the past—for our friends and 
families’ sake.” 

Max moves even closer, his hand brushing against mine. “Do we 
now? Because I seem to remember we were great together. More than 
great. Plus, you owe me an encore.” 

I swallow hard, my resolve crumbling under the intensity of his 
gaze. “Max, please. We can’t do this here.” 

He leans in, his lips grazing my ear as he whispers, “Then let’s go 
somewhere we can.” 

For a moment, I’m tempted to say yes, to let myself get swept away 
again. My breath hitches, and I find myself leaning in closer, the 
tension between us almost unbearable. 

But before I can respond, Lily appears out of nowhere, and her 
timing is impeccable as always. “Hey, Zo, Ethan, and I are ready to 
head out. We can drive you home since you took an Uber to the bar.” 

I blink, the spell broken. “Oh, uh, thanks, Lily. That sounds great.” 

Max straightens, his expression shifting back to the guarded mask 
he wore earlier. “Guess I’ll see you around, Zoe,” he says, his voice 
cool but his eyes still smoldering with unspoken words. 

“Yeah, see you around,” I reply, trying to sound casual as I turn to 
follow Lily. 

As we make our way to the exit, I glance back at Max one last 
time. He’s still standing there, watching me with that infuriatingly 
unreadable expression. 

And then, he mouths, “You still owe me.” 

Well, he can keep waiting for that because I’m not falling for that 
again. At least, that’s what I tell myself as I step into the cool night 
air, my heart still racing from our encounter. 


Chapter Thirty-Five 


MaxMc: I'll pick you up in twenty so we can go to my place. 
Zoe: What? 


MaxMc: I’m heading to pick you up. Your studio is cozy, but | 
would rather spend the night with you in my bed. 


Zoe: No. 
MaxMc: What? 


Zoe: | know it’s a foreign concept for you, but | won’t be heading 
out with you tonight. 


MaxMc: Fine, we’ll stay at your place. 
Zoe: You're not invited. 
MaxMc: What's going on, Zo? 
Zoe: We have to stop . . . stop whatever it is that we had going. 
MaxMc: Why? 
Zoe: | told you that sex would screw things up and it did. 
Repeating the same mistake over and over again is stupid. The 
best thing to do is cut this now before one of us gets hurt— 


probably me. 


MaxMc: Again, what are you talking about? We had an 
agreement. 


Zoe: Which | stupidly broke. If you care a little about me, you'll 
respect my decision. 


MaxMc: Zo, don’t do this. 


Zoe: Bye, McCallister. See you around. 


Chapter Thirty-Six 
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my Sunday morning,” I say as I 
pf freshly brewed coffee mingles 
de into the booth next to Cleo. 
Ph the wide café windows, 
ick walls and rustic wooden tables. 
Bright, colorful pia ith fluffy omelets, crispy waffles, 
and vibrant fruit dot the ‘tabf€tops around us. 

“Can you believe this place?” Mom gushes as she scans the 
extensive menu. “I haven’t seen lines this long for brunch since that 
speakeasy-style place downtown.” 

Dad chuckles, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Leave it to Cleo to 
find the hottest brunch spot in Boston.” 

Yes, leave it to Cleo. I love my sister, but I was happier when she 
was MIA searching for herself. Or at least, that’s what we thought was 
happening while she was gone. 

Lily and I were hoping she’d come back a changed woman— 
whatever that would entail. All she did was travel to luxurious places 
using the money she got from a settlement with Dominic, her ex- 
fiancé. She can’t give us any details because it’s part of an NDA. 

We’re curious about the reasoning and that agreement, but decided 
not to dig into anything just in case it affects her. After all, she’s our 
big sister and we love her. 

“Well, my girlies told me all about it,” Cleo gushes, as if finding a 
trendy restaurant is better than ending global warming. 

“What’s good here?” Mom asks while staring at her phone. “I 
should’ve brought my tablet. This menu is impossible to read.” 

That’s when I find out I need to scan a code with the camera on 
my phone to open the menu. I can see how that’s a problem when 
magnifying things on the screen cuts out a lot of words. Okay, next 
time [ll bring my tablet too—if I ever come back here. Thankfully, 
Dad is prepared for everything, and we get a larger screen. We discuss 
the menu and finally agree on eggs Benedict, a fruit salad, and a 


cactus juice cleanser. Cleo is going to have just a green salad—she’s 
eating raw vegetables to eliminate all the toxins from her trip. 

I don’t understand how that works, it’s not like she has dietary 
restrictions like I do. Toxins from what really? Since I refuse to listen 
to nonsense today, I just smile at her. 

Unfortunately, once the server is gone, everyone looks at me. “So, 
how’s the new firm going? I can’t believe my little girl is doing this. 
Maybe after you get the word out, you can start representing famous 
artists,” Mom starts the conversation sounding supportive, but is she 
really being supportive or just easing me into an intervention? 

“Yeah, Zo, give us names,” Cleo insists. “Any hot artist giving you 
their assets to manage.” 

Ha, I cough, covering the snort. Who do they want me to 
represent? And what assets to manage? We live in Boston for fuck’s 
sake, and I do corporate law for small businesses. I doubt anyone 
famous will come all the way here and require my services in the near 
future—or ever. Of course I don’t want to come off as clueless or lost 
so I say, “Let’s just say it’s .. . a work in progress. More to come once 
I’ve got all my ducks in a row.” 

Mom stares at me dumbfounded and obviously she has nothing to 
add to the conversation. What was she expecting me to say? I can say 
almost anything except how things actually are . . . my business is on 
life support and waiting for a miracle. 

My fingers absently trace the surface of my coffee mug as my mind 
drifts to everything I have to do so that this firm stays afloat. Sure, I 
have a year’s worth of savings to cover me while I’m trying to make it 
work. But so far, I’ve only had one client and he’s not paying for my 
services. Pro bono for the win? God this is a disaster. 

I take a sip, savoring the rich, slightly bitter flavor of my coffee, 
and push those thoughts aside for now. Today is about enjoying this 
time with my family. Not that they’re going to let me, are they? 

Mom leans forward, her eyes alight with curiosity. “Well, we’re all 
so proud of you, Zoe. It takes guts to strike out on your own like this. I 
can’t wait to hear more about your plans.” She then clears her throat. 
“You just need to find a man. Let’s be honest, sweetie, you’re not 
getting any younger.” 

Oh great, now we’re going to the next item on their list—my failed 
love life. 

“What does that mean?” Cleo says, appalled and upset. “We 
already talked about this. You need to stop pressuring us about getting 
married. Because of that, I almost ended up married to Dominic, Mom. 
If you’re calling her old, well, I’m a spinster now.” 

I’ve never been more thankful for my sister’s selfishness. It’s all 
about Cleo, and right now it’s a blessing in disguise. Though, she’s 


right, our parents have to stop pressuring us about hitting some 
milestones that are archaic and only make us feel like failures when 
we're still trying to figure out what life is all about. 

While Mom and Cleo are discussing how she’s not old or a spinster, 
Dad reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “We’re proud of 
you. I know it’s hard to start all over again, but you’re brave and a go- 
getter, even when you were a kid. Remember when you insisted on 
organizing that lemonade stand fundraiser for the animal shelter?” 

“I roped in half the neighborhood kids, and we raised over two 
hundred dollars,” I say proudly. Since my parents wouldn’t let me get 
a pet from the shelter, I decided to at least help the place for those 
puppies who couldn’t find a home. 

The food arrives, and I’m relieved the conversation is over, at least 
for now. Maybe I can leave before they remember that I’m single and 
the only blind date I went on—thanks to dear Lily for introducing me 
to A... What was his name? Alex maybe? It doesn’t matter, thanks to 
Max it was a bust. 

Max. The guy I miss just too much. So far, he has respected my 
request and yet, some days he sends lunch to my new office or flowers 
to my studio—just to brighten up my day. And how I wish his good 
intentions were because he felt just a smidge of what I do for him. I 
should ask him to stop, to just erase himself from my life because 
instead of getting rid of the crush I’m slowly falling for the idea of 
him. 

At least, I’m aware it’s just an idea and not something real. We 
can’t exist the way I want and I can’t be what he needs from me. Isn’t 
that sad and pathetic? And here I thought that my breakup with Tom 
had been it. I didn’t even break up with Max because we were 
nothing. Nothing at all. 

“So, Zoe, tell us more,” Cleo says, setting her fork down before 
asking. “What’s your new office like? Have you hired a bunch of 
hotshot lawyers to work for you yet? I can always help with the hiring 
process—make sure they’re really qualified.” 

I stare at her in horror. Does she think I’m running some kind of 
dating service? Instead of Magic Mike it’s Magic Lawyer—free lap 
dance during your first appointment. Obviously, I can’t say any of 
that. “It’s not quite like that, Cleo. Right now, it’s just me in a tiny 
little office downtown. I’ve got a desk, a couple of chairs, and well, 
me.” 

Mom raises an eyebrow. “But surely you’ve got clients lined up, 
right? I mean, with your reputation . . .” 

I shift in my seat, my smile feeling a bit forced. After I quit 
Hoffman, Roger & Associates, I had to sign a non-compete agreement. 
If I had even mentioned to my clients that I was leaving, things 


would’ve gotten ugly. Of course, bringing something like that to Mom 
would open Pandora’s box and I don’t want to go there. 

“Tt’s early days yet, Mom. I’m working on building my client base, 
but these things take time.” 

Mom clears her throat, her expression serious. “Zoe, honey, you 
know we’re proud of you no matter what. But are you sure this is the 
right move? Starting your own firm, especially in this economy .. .” 
She glances at Dad. “You could get her something, couldn’t you?” 

Dad looks uncomfortable, clearly put on the spot. 

I meet his gaze, my resolve unwavering. “You don’t have to worry 
about me, Dad. I know it’s a risk.” Then I look at Mom. “But it’s one I 
have to take. I can’t spend my life working for someone else’s vision. I 
need to create something of my own, something that reflects my 
values and passions.” 

Dad reaches over and pats my arm, his touch gentle and 
reassuring. “We understand, sweetheart. And we’ll be here to support 
you every step of the way. Of course, if you ever need financial 
support, know that you have it—unconditionally.” 

I blink back the sudden sting of tears. “Thanks, Dad. That means 
everything to me.” 

And I really don’t know what is happening to me lately. Everything 
is making me cry. Everything. 

Yesterday, I was strolling by Faneuil Hall Marketplace and this kid 
dropped his ice cream. When the mom promised to buy him a new 
one—a double scoop—I was sobbing like a child. It was somehow 
embarrassing. And don’t even get me started on that commercial with 
the puppy finding his way home. I practically had to mop up my tears 
with a towel. 

I take a deep breath, steadying myself. Maybe it’s just all the 
changes catching up with me. Or maybe I’m just a bit overwhelmed. 
Either way, I need to get a grip on my emotions—they are the last 
thing I need while I’m going through so many changes. 
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Because I don’t ha e to deal with my big imagination, I 
decided to make an appointment, and while I’m at it, I also scheduled 
my annual exam. See? I’m being efficient. 

I step through the sliding doors of the doctor’s office, and a blast of 
frigid air conditioning hits me like an Arctic wind. My head feels 
heavy, stuffed with cotton, and throbbing faintly behind my eyes. Just 
a routine checkup, I tell myself as I approach the front desk. 

“Hi, I’m here to see Dr. Lodge,” I say to the receptionist, forcing a 
polite smile. “Zoe Harper. I have a ten-thirty appointment.” 

The receptionist types rapidly, her long and very beautiful acrylic 
nails clacking against the keyboard. I should ask her where she gets 
them done. Maybe on my way out, I don’t want to make this 
awkward. 

“Ah, yes, here you are. Please have a seat, and the nurse will call 
you back shortly.” 

I settle into one of the hard plastic chairs, crossing my arms over 
my stomach. Among everything else, I also have nausea—which is 
nothing new. Having IBS is unpredictable and inconvenient; my 
symptoms can go from nothing to abdominal pain, nausea, and even 
vomiting if I’m not eating right or my stomach decides to just be an 
asshole for the day—or the month. 

Though the nausea doesn’t worry me as much. My theory is that 
while I was in Fiji, I indulged in too many treats. It’s a good thing I 
know how to treat these symptoms with home remedies, but still, the 
nausea isn’t going away. 

I probably need an emergency prescription like I did the time Tom 


and I went to Italy and I indulged in many different kinds of pasta, 
sauces, and desserts. My mouth still waters at the thought of that 
double scoop Stracciatella I had before heading to the airport. 

Maybe I need something stronger because sometimes, even smells 
make me want to puke. 

As I wait, I glance around the room, taking in the sterile décor and 
the faint hum of the air conditioning. This building might hold the 
answer to what could be a scary future, but for now, I just need to get 
through this appointment. 

Minutes tick by with agonizing slowness. I flip through a magazine 
without registering a single word or image. If only I knew exactly 
what was wrong with me, I could go back to focusing on work and my 
future. 

“Zoe Harper?” A nurse in lilac and flowery scrubs appears in the 
doorway, clipboard in hand. 

I follow the nurse down the brightly lit hallway, the antiseptic 
smell burning my nostrils. They weigh me—I’ve lost some weight— 
and ask me to pee in a cup. After I’m done, the nurse leads me into an 
exam room and gestures for me to sit on the paper-covered table. She 
asks about my current medications, symptoms, and if there have been 
any other changes since my last visit six months ago. She asks when 
my last period was, and I respond, “Not sure, but probably four weeks 
ago?” 

She nods, looking unconvinced, and makes up a date for my last 
period. I nod because it sounds good. 

“Dr. Lodge will be with you in just a moment,” she says with a 
reassuring smile before closing the door behind her. 

I sit, swinging my legs and trying to ignore the knot of anxiety in 
my stomach. The room is almost blindingly white, from the gleaming 
tile floor to the glossy cabinets filled with medical supplies. A colorful 
anatomical chart on the wall catches my eye, and I find myself staring 
at the complex tangle of organs, trying to locate the source of my 
discomfort—if only I had done better in health class. 

A soft knock at the door jolts me out of my thoughts. Dr. Lodge 
enters, her dark hair pulled back in a neat bun, a warm smile on her 
face. 

“Good morning, Zoe,” she says, glancing down at my chart. “So, 
tell me what brings you here.” 

I shrug, suddenly feeling foolish. “Other than my physical? I 
haven’t been feeling well lately. Nausea, fatigue, some dizziness. And 
the crying . . . I mean, it’s not like I’m sad, but I cry over everything. 
Even for a cute kitty video posted on social media.” 

“Do you think the fatigue and nausea could be part of an IBS flare 
up?” she asks. 


I press my lips together and shrug. “Some symptoms make sense, 
others not so much... .” like the crying, I want to remind her, but 
maybe it doesn’t matter right now. 

Dr. Lodge nods, making a note. “Any fever or vomiting?” 

“No, nothing like that. Just... off.” 

“T see.” She sets aside the chart and reaches for her stethoscope. 
“Well, let’s take a look and see what’s going on.” 

As Dr. Lodge goes through the familiar motions of the exam— 
listening to my heart and lungs, pressing gently on my abdomen—I try 
to relax, reminding myself that this is all routine. But I can’t shake the 
feeling that something is different this time. Something has changed. 

Dr. Lodge finishes her exam and steps back, a_ thoughtful 
expression on her face. “How was your last period?” 

I don’t even remember the exact date, and she wants to know how 
it was. “Umm, I’m not sure. Bloody?” 

“Tender, swollen, or sore breasts and darkening of the areolas?” 

I cover my boobs. “No. . . at least I don’t think so.” But just this 
morning, I was thinking that maybe I need to get my bra size checked 
again because they’re a little tight and the material is rough on my 
nipples. 

She nods. “Let me go and check on some of the tests the nurse is 
running. We'll have a technician come and draw your blood in the 
meantime.” 

“You think it’s bad, don’t you?” I ask, feeling a wave of fear and 
surprise. “WebMD said it could be a thyroid disorder. There’s diabetes, 
or... cancer.” 

The doctor shakes her head. “No, I have a couple of theories, but 
we definitely need to run some tests.” 

She leaves, and a new nurse comes in to draw blood. I try to make 
small talk to distract myself, but my mind keeps racing with 
possibilities. The nurse is quick and efficient, and soon I’m alone 
again, waiting. 

Dr. Lodge returns, her expression calm and professional. She takes 
a seat and looks me in the eye. “Okay, Zoe. We’ll need to wait for the 
blood tests to confirm, but based on your symptoms and the urine test, 
I’m pretty sure you’re pregnant.” 

My jaw drops. “Pregnant?” 

“Yes,” she says gently. “It would explain the nausea, fatigue, 
dizziness, and emotional fluctuations.” 

I blink, my mind reeling. Pregnant. I hadn’t even considered that 
possibility. Suddenly, all those treats in Fiji take on a whole new 
meaning. It wasn’t the food but the things Max and I did. . . Fuck, is 
this true? 

Am I having Max McCallister’s baby? 
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Pregnant. A baby. 

I’m not ready for a baby. It’s not in my six- or twelve-month plan. 
If I pull out the planner, will the doctor understand that she’s wrong 
with her assessment? I can deal with more GI issues. That’s something 
I can manage. A child... 

“We'll send a prescription for prenatal vitamins to your pharmacy 
and call you with the results no later than tomorrow morning. Do you 
have any questions?” 

I nod, half-listening and half-making plans for Maximillian’s 
demise. “Okay, thank you.” 

My head feels like it’s been stuffed with cotton, and my hands are 
trembling as I clutch my bag. This was definitely not how I expected 
my routine checkup to go. Now I have a lot to think about—and even 
more to figure out. 

As the doctor is about to leave the room, she stops. “Zoe?” Dr. 
Lodge’s voice breaks through my spiraling thoughts. “I know this is a 
lot to take in. But you have options and support available, no matter 
what you decide. We can discuss everything in more detail once we 
have the blood test results.” 

I nod again, forcing myself to meet her kind, concerned gaze. 
“Okay,” I manage to say, my voice barely above a whisper. “Thank 
you.” 

Dr. Lodge gives me a reassuring smile before leaving the room. 

I walk out of the doctor’s office, my legs feeling like jelly. My 
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breaths come in shallow, uneven gasps, and I clutch my chest as if 
that will steady the frantic beating of my heart. The world around me 
blurs, and I blink rapidly, trying to clear my vision. The weight of the 
news presses down on me, making it hard to think straight. 

I pause outside the building, the cool air hitting my face. I take 
several deep breaths, trying to calm the storm of emotions swirling 
inside me. Each breath feels like a battle, but I keep at it, determined 
to regain some semblance of control. There’s so much to process, and 
the decisions ahead loom large and daunting. 

The world outside seems too loud, too vivid, too normal. How can 
everything look the same when my entire life has just been turned 
upside down? 

I walk toward my car in a daze, my feet moving on autopilot. I 
slide into the driver’s seat and just sit there, staring blankly out the 
windshield—a baby. 

I’m going to have a baby. 

A baby. 

I’m becoming somebody’s mom. 

The thought makes my stomach churn, and I swallow hard against 
the rising nausea. 

I rest my forehead against the steering wheel, trying to take deep 
breaths. I need to think, to plan, to. . . I don’t even know. My mind is 
a whirlwind of emotions and half-formed thoughts. 

A sudden knock on my window makes me jump. I look up to see 
Max standing there, a concerned expression on his face. 

Of all people, it’s him outside my window. Seriously? And what am 
I supposed to do now? Be all casual and say, “Hey, Max,” or just call 
him my baby daddy, or... I can’t talk to him right now. 

He taps on the window again, miming for me to lower it. 

I can do this. Just talk to him and leave right away. I plaster a 
smile on my face and roll down the window. “Hey,” I say, hoping my 
voice sounds normal. 

“Hey yourself,” he says, his brow furrowed. “You okay? You’ve 
been sitting in your car for more than five minutes and look a little . . 
. off.” 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I lie, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. “Just 
... life, work .. . my future.” 

“You don’t look fine,” he says suspiciously, then points at the 
building. “You went to the doctor? Did you get some bad news? I can 
help, you know.” 

I open my mouth and close it. Then frown because how does he 
know? 

“It’s a medical building,” he responds to my silent question and 
grins. Then points to the building across from it. “I work just right 


there—I’m not stalking you or anything.” 

“Oh right. I was there for a routine checkup and stuff,” I try to 
sound breezy, but I’m pretty sure I’m failing and sound like I’m about 
to have a panic attack. “You know, just the usual poke and prod.” 

Max nods, but he doesn’t look entirely convinced. “You sure? You 
know you can talk to me about anything, right? I was there for Liam 
and his family while his grandmother was going through her cancer 
treatment.” 

His voice is so kind and soothing that for a moment, I’m tempted 
to just blurt out the truth, to let someone else share this crushing 
weight. But I can’t tell him of all people. Not him. Not yet. Maybe not 
ever. Well, no, I could wait until my baby turns eighteen. Even better, 
I can make the kid tell his father. 

Okay, that’s a crappy thought, and I definitely wouldn’t do it. But 
right now is not the time to have this conversation with him. 

“Zoe, are you okay?” he says the words so slowly you’d think I was 
a toddler trying to understand quantum physics. 

“Fine, all is fine,” I insist. 

“You’re a terrible liar,” he persists. “You don’t look well, and you 
know what—” He opens the car door and pulls me to him. “I’m not 
letting you drive home.” 

“T can’t leave my car here,” I protest weakly. 

“One of my guys will take care of it,” he says firmly as he closes 
the window and turns off the car. 

He grabs my hand and leads me to an underground garage where 
his car is parked. He’s all gentlemanly, opening doors and being so 
attentive it almost makes me forget my worries. 

The drive is quiet, and my mind wanders back to that night with 
him. Max. It was supposed to be a one-time thing, a momentary lapse 
in judgment fueled by too much Fiji and not enough alcohol. There’s 
also the loneliness that comes with being perpetually single in your 
thirties. But now, that one night has turned into something else 
entirely. 

I’m pregnant, and the father is a man I don’t know well enough. A 
man who, despite our time together, is only part of my life during 
social occasions. 

And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. I don’t have a job, just a 
business that has two clients, and only one of them is paying. God, I 
never thought I’d find myself in this situation. Not now, not like this. 

“Everything can be fixed,” Max assures me. 

Really? Because this can’t be just fixed. I should tell him, shouldn’t 
I? He has a right to know. But the thought of saying something and 
looking at his reaction makes my stomach churn. I can call him later 
though. But picking up the phone, saying the words out loud .. . I 


can’t. 

What if he doesn’t want this? He definitely doesn’t want this; I 
know that for a fact. I place a hand on my stomach, feeling protective 
toward this child. 

There’s no way I’m telling Max and letting him reject my baby. 
And what if he thinks I did this on purpose, to trap him or something? 
I know it’s irrational, but the fear is there, gnawing at my insides. 

And even if he does want to be involved, what then? We barely 
know each other, and now we’re supposed to, what, raise a child 
together? The idea is so absurd it almost makes me laugh. Almost. 

No, I can’t tell him. Not until ’ve had time to process this, to 
figure out what I want to do. I need to make it on my own terms. 

For now, I'll keep this to myself. P’ll act like everything is normal 
and try to wrap my head around this new reality. And when the time 
is right, when I’m ready . . . then I’ll decide what to do next. 

Max parks the car and walks me to my apartment, ever the 
gentleman. My thoughts swirl as we walk. Should I tell him now? 
How would he react? What if he sees this as a burden? 

We reach my door, and I fumble with my keys, my mind racing. 
Max stands close, watching me with those intense eyes that seem to 
see right through me. 

“Zoe,” he says softly, and I look up, my heart pounding. 

“Yeah?” My voice comes out a whisper. 

“You sure you’re okay?” His concern is palpable, and it makes my 
chest tighten. 

“T’ll be fine,” I manage to say, forcing a smile. “Thanks for the ride, 
Max.” 

He hesitates, then nods. “Anytime. You know where to find me if 
you need anything.” 

I watch as he walks away, my heart aching with the weight of 
everything I’m not saying. Once he’s out of sight, I step inside my 
apartment and close the door, leaning against it for support. 
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As I approach our tabféf notice Zoe’s hands trembling slightly as 
she grips a mug, her knuckles turning white. She avoids my gaze, 
staring intently at the wisps of steam rising from her cup. This is 
unlike her. Zoe is usually so confident, so self-assured. It reminds me 
of our meeting last week when she was outside the medical office, 
sitting in her car staring at nothing. It was like she had gotten some 
life-changing news—a life-or-death sentence. 

It scared me so fucking much. I wish she had told me what was 
going on with her so I could help. That she hadn’t just shut me out 
from her life. She’s important to me and now... it’s like she pushed 
me into a different dimension where I can’t be near her. 

At least she called me to tell me what’s happening to her. I’m 
ready to be who she needs me to be. We’ll find the best doctors to 
treat whatever condition she has. I won’t lose her. I know there’s 
always hope, isn’t there? 

I sit down across from her, the familiarity of the bistro bringing a 
small sense of comfort. “Hey, Zoe,” I say softly, trying to catch her 
eye. 

She finally looks up, her eyes filled with a mix of emotions I can’t 
quite decipher. “Hey, Max,” she replies, her voice barely above a 
whisper. 

“Are you okay?” I ask, concern lacing my words. “You seem. . . 
preoccupied, distracted.” 

She takes a deep breath, her grip on the cup loosening slightly. 
“T’m fine,” she says, but I can tell she’s lying. Her eyes dart away, and 
she bites her lip. 


I ARRIVE AT THE 
because it’s only; 
It’s funny that 


“Sure, youre totally fine,” I say sarcastically. “Which is why you 
called and said, ‘It’s’ really important we speak today—the sooner, the 
better, Maximillian.”” The last words come out a little squeaky as I try 
to imitate her but do a shitty job at it. 

“T sound nothing like that,” she says, clearly annoyed. 

I tap my ears. “To me, you did, and you can’t take that away from 
me.” 

“What are you, ten?” 

I arch an eyebrow, and a grin spreads across my face. “Thirty-five.” 
My eyes sparkle with amusement as I watch her brow furrow and her 
cheeks flush slightly. She crosses her arms, trying to look stern, but 
the corners of her mouth twitch upward. I lean in closer, my voice 
softening. “And there it is—that adorable little crinkle between your 
eyebrows when you get annoyed.” 

Somehow, she relaxes and I feel better knowing I’ve put her at 
ease. 

“So what would you like us to discuss, Zo?” I call for the waitress. 
“If you want to be part of our legal team, you’ve contacted the wrong 
partner. Liam is the one who makes those decisions, but you have my 
vote.” 

She snorts. “That’s a good one, but no. I don’t need a job—not just 
yet.” 

“But you might need it?” I ask, wondering if she’s calling all the 
people she knows to see if we can get her new clients. If she allowed 
it, I would invest in her business. Anything for her. 

She shrugs. “Probably . . . I don’t know, really. I signed up two 
more clients this week. It’s a very slow and steady flow. ’'m hoping 
that it'll keep growing.” 

“Okay, so you didn’t call me about work. What is it then?” 

She looks nervous, fidgeting with her cup. 

“Zoe, you can tell me anything. You know that, right?” I try to 
sound understanding but probably failing miserably. 

She nods, but her eyes dart away, a flicker of uncertainty clouding 
their usual warmth. My stomach tightens, a cold dread seeping 
through my veins. Whatever she’s about to say, it’s big—the kind of 
big that reshapes lives, shatters foundations. 

Is this why I’m here? To be the messenger, the bearer of bad news 
to Ethan and her family? The thought sits heavy in my chest. She sees 
me as detached, uninvolved. A convenient outsider. 

But as I look at her—really look at her—I see the paleness beneath 
her skin, the slight tremor in her hands. Unbidden, memories flash 
through my mind: her laugh echoing across the room, the way her 
eyes light up when she talks about her passions. The thought of that 
light dimming, of her vitality fading, makes my heart clench painfully. 


What if it’s serious? Cancer? Some rare disease? My mind races 
through worst-case scenarios, each more terrifying than the last. I 
can’t lose her. Not when I’ve only just... 

I push the thought away, focusing on her needs right now. 

“Tll do and be anything you need me to be,” I say, reaching out to 
touch her hand. My voice is steadier than I feel. “Just tell me what’s 
happening.” 

She scoffs, a bitter sound that doesn’t suit her. “Anything? I don’t 
even know what I need you to be.” 

Fuck, that doesn’t sound good or reassuring. I lean forward, trying 
to bridge the gap between us. “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out 
together, okay?” 

“Max, I... I don’t know how to say this.” Her voice wavers, barely 
above a whisper. 

She bites her lower lip, worrying it between her teeth. Seconds 
stretch into an eternity. My palms grow damp as the seconds pass, 
pulse quickening. 

“Just say it, Zoe.” I force a calm I don’t feel into my voice. “It'll be 
perfectly fine.” I swallow hard, willing my face to remain neutral. “I’m 
here for you.” 

I’m really starting to freak out. 

She presses her lips together, and then the words tumble out in a 
rush. “Max... I’m pregnant.” 

My brow furrows, my mind struggling to catch up. “Pregnant?” 
The word feels foreign on my tongue. “As in, you’re having a baby?” 

She nods, her eyes never leaving mine. 

Why me? The question echoes in my head. She’s wanted this right? It 
was part of her plan after quitting the firm and starting her own. I don’t 
understand this meeting though. 

Why tell me first? 

“Yeah,” she says, a forced lightness in her tone. “A little souvenir 
from Fiji.” 

I blink a couple of times, reeling from the five words she hurls at 
me like a bullet to the gut. I’ve been shot before but never felt like my 
world was ending. Not like right in this moment. 

The world tilts on its axis. My throat constricts, my mouth 
suddenly bone-dry. Fiji. Our trip. Liam and Audrey’s wedding. But that 
would mean... 

“By the way,” she adds, her voice eerily calm, “the baby is yours.” 
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I finally suck in a ragged breath, the air burning in my lungs. The 
room snaps back into focus, Zoe’s anxious face swimming before me. 

“J... What?” The words tumble out, disjointed and clumsy. My 
pulse thrums in my ears, each beat a thunderous reminder of how 
drastically my world has just shifted. I run a shaky hand through my 
hair, tugging slightly as if the pain might wake me from this surreal 
moment. 

This can’t be real. We were careful. Weren’t we? 

Memories of our time in Fiji flash through my mind—sun-soaked 
beaches, laughter-filled night, the intoxicating freedom of being far 
from home. That one night we spent together. But among the blur of 
images, I can’t recall a single moment where we slipped up. 

I meet Zoe’s gaze, searching for any hint that this might be some 
elaborate, cruel joke. But the fear and uncertainty in her eyes are all 
too real. My chest tightens, each breath a struggle as the full weight of 
her words begins to settle over me. 

“How? How did that happen?” I finally manage to croak out, my 
voice sounding distant and foreign to my own ears. 

“Seriously, you need me to explain to you how it happened?” she 
says, sarcastic and a little irritated. 

“T mean, I know how. . . we used protection,” I say defensively. 

In all the times—maybe for the past twenty years—I’ve used 
protection, and this has never happened. “Are you sure? Maybe 
whatever test you did was wrong. The effective rate for—” 
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“J, Am. Pregnant,” she repeats, cutting me off, pulling out a small 
paper from her purse. “The effective rate for condoms is 98% if there’s 
no human error—” 

I leap to my feet, hands clenched at my sides. “There was no 
fucking mistake, I know how to put on a fucking condom,” I snap, the 
words sharp and biting. My face flushes hot with frustration, jaw 
clenched so tight it aches. 

Zoe’s eyes flash, a mixture of hurt and anger darkening her 
features. “Listen to me, Maximillian McCallister,” she says, placing 
what seems like a black and white picture on the table. The image 
shows a tiny, clearly defined shape with a large head and small, 
developing limbs. 

“IT summoned you here because something happened in Fiji that 
pertains to you.” Her voice is controlled. “This is a life-changing event 
for me, and I thought you should know before I tell my friends and 
family. You can be as involved as you want. I, in no way, will be 
asking you for anything other than for you to rescind your parental 
rights.” 

She fumbles in her purse, fingers shaking slightly as she searches 
for her wallet. The sight of her preparing to flee snaps me out of my 
anger-induced haze. 

I take a deep breath, trying to steady my racing thoughts. The cozy 
bistro suddenly feels stifling, the chatter of other patrons grating 
against my frayed nerves. She grabs the grainy picture after leaving a 
twenty-dollar bill. Seeing that she’s about to leave, I follow behind. 
We’re not done talking. She can’t just drop that bomb and leave me 
hanging. 

“Where are you going?” I ask when we’re outside of the bistro, the 
cool air a sharp contrast to the heated atmosphere inside. 

“Home. I’m not going to take your attitude,” she retorts, arms 
crossed tightly over her chest. Her eyes dart around, refusing to meet 
mine. “I didn’t know how I expected you to react, but it was not that.” 
She glances toward the bistro. 

The sight of her defensive posture, the hurt evident in the set of 
her shoulders, sends a wave of shame crashing over me. I deflate, the 
anger draining away as quickly as it had come. 

“This is not my fault, or something I did on purpose to trap you,” 
she continues, her voice trembling slightly. “Keeping the baby is my 
own decision. I’m aware that you’re not in this and I’m not asking you 
to be involved in any capacity. Me being pregnant doesn’t give you 
the right to talk to me the way you did back there.” 

I stare at Zoe, her words hitting me like a physical blow. My chest 
tightens, a dull ache spreading through my rib cage. “I never meant to 
hurt you or disrespect you, but can I have a second to catch up?” I 


manage, my voice hoarse. The thought of being erased from the baby’s 
life—my baby’s life—sends a jolt of panic through me. 

Zoe sighs, her shoulders slumping. “What’s there to catch up on, 
Max? I know what you want for your future and children aren’t part 
of it. You said so. . . I can’t even remember when but I don’t plan to 
impose anything or anyone on you.” I wince, cursing my past self and 
his flippant words. 

I open my mouth to respond, but nothing comes out. My mind 
races, trying to reconcile the life I thought I wanted with this new, 
unexpected reality. Images flash through my head—Zoe’s smile in Fiji, 
the warmth of her touch, the inexplicable emptiness I’ve felt since 
returning. 

The realization hits me like a tidal wave—I’ve missed her. Needed 
her. And now, faced with the prospect of losing not just her, but a 
child—our child—the pain is almost unbearable. 

My hand moves unconsciously to my chest, pressing against the 
spot where the ache is most intense. I struggle to draw a full breath, 
the weight of potential loss crushing down on me. 


“Zoe, please let me explain myself . . .” I finally choke out, 
reaching for her arm. My fingers tremble slightly as they make 
contact. “I know what I said before, but this . . . changes everything. I 


need time to process, and to think. Don’t make any decisions about 
the baby—about our baby—just yet.” 

My eyes search hers, silently pleading. The fear of losing 
something I didn’t even know I wanted until this moment is written 
plainly across my heart. 

I gently grasp Zoe’s arms, leaning closer. The familiar scent of her 
perfume reminds me of Fiji, of moments I’ve been trying desperately 
to understand. “I’m just . . . shocked,” I admit, my voice soft. “This is a 
lot to take in. It’s scary to learn that in nine months, I’m going to be a 
father, you know?” 

“A little less than seven,” she corrects, her voice barely above a 
whisper. “I’m ten weeks pregnant. I know it’s terrifying. This wasn’t 
part of the plan, you know. I wanted to save enough, have a stable 
income, and now...” 

Her vulnerability hits me like a punch to the gut. P’ve been so 
caught up in my own shock that I’ve failed to see how much she’s 
been struggling. My eyes soften as I truly look at her—the dark circles 
under her eyes, the slight tremor in her hands. And yet, she still 
manages to look beautiful. 

Glancing toward the bistro, I repeat my earlier words, but this time 
with genuine conviction. “I’ll be whatever you need me to be, Zoe.” 

Zoe manages a shaky smile. “That’s not how it works. ’m not 
going to make you do anything. As I said—” 


“Okay, so it’s my choice then,” I interrupt, a newfound 
determination settling over me. “I'll be the best father any kid can 
have. I’m not sure what that will look like, but I have seven months to 
prepare for it.” 

She opens her mouth and closes it, stunned. “You—” 

“We'll figure this out, Zoe Harper,” I say softly. My hand moves of 
its own accord, cupping her cheek gently. My thumb brushes away a 
tear that’s beginning to fall. 

Our eyes lock, and for a moment, the busy street around us fades 
away. My other hand moves to rest lightly on her stomach, a gesture 
both protective and awestruck. “You’re not alone in this,” I murmur, 
my forehead nearly touching hers. “I’m here. For both of you.” 

“Max,” she whispers, her breath warm against my skin. “Don’t 
make promises like this.” 

“Because you're afraid I’ll let you down?” I ask softly, then press a 
gentle kiss to the tip of her nose. The gesture feels natural, right. 
“Babe, I don’t break my promises, ever. You’re stuck with me. We just 
need to figure out how this is going to work out for us.” 

Her posture relaxes slightly, some of the tension ebbing away. 
“We'll co-parent and try to become friends,” she suggests, her voice a 
little steadier now. 

I nod, but inside, my heart constricts. Friends. The word feels 
inadequate, almost painful. Because standing here, with Zoe in my 
arms, our unborn child between us, I know friendship is the last thing 
I want from her. 

But I swallow those words for now. This isn’t the moment for 
grand declarations or confessions. We have a long road ahead of us, 
and rushing things could jeopardize everything. 

“Friends,” I agree, forcing a smile. “That’s a good place to start.” 

My hand lingers on her cheek, thumb tracing small circles on her 
skin. I drink in every detail of her face, committing it to memory. The 
way her eyes crinkle slightly at the corners when she’s uncertain, the 
small freckle just below her left ear, the curve of her lips as they quirk 
into a hesitant smile. 

“How about we start with dinner?” I suggest. “Not here,” I add 
quickly, glancing at the bistro. “Somewhere quieter, like my place— 
I'll cook. We can talk, really talk. Get to know each other beyond Fiji 
and... this.” I gesture vaguely at her stomach. 

As I look at her, I make a silent vow to myself. I’ll be the friend she 
needs right now, the co-parent our child deserves. But I’ll also show 
her, day by day, moment by moment, that we could be so much more. 
That the connection we felt in Fiji wasn’t just a fleeting thing, but the 
start of something deeper. 

I'll make her fall in love with me, not through grand gestures or 


empty words, but through support, genuine care, and the kind of love 
that builds slowly, surely, until it becomes as natural as breathing. 

“What do you say, Zoe?” I ask. “Dinner? A fresh start?” 

“Maybe. Why don’t you think about this whole new change and 
then we can decide where to start—if you’re still sure of it?” she 
insists. 

I scoff. “You’re a stubborn little thing. Fine, be that way.” 

“What way?” 

“Stubborn,” I repeat. “Ill just have to prove you wrong.” 

My phone buzzes and it’s a message from Caleb that there’s yet 
another emergency. “I have to run, but this isn’t over. In fact, it just 
started.” 

I leave her with her mouth slightly open and I’m pretty sure a bit 
flustered about my warning. And that’s one of the things I like about 
her. We challenge each other and have fun, even when she can drive 
me a little crazy. 

Will this be as easy as our relationship though? Making her fall in 
love with me? 


Chapter Forty-One 


—atoximillian 


leh asks when I connect to the video 


“WHAT IS WRON 


call. 

“What?” I m ion miles away. 

“You look. . ked your puppy, but instead of 
going full John ,” he says, raising an eyebrow. 


I glare at him, ing. “You said this was urgent,” I 
remind him, fighting to y voice steady. 

“Yeah, but you look like shit, and I don’t want you flying a drone 
while you look like you want your mommy.” 

I flip him the finger, anger bubbling up inside me. “And you know 
what? I don’t want to fly a fucking drone either when I have to figure 
out my life before I lose it all,” I snap, my voice rising. “But here I am, 
so let’s get this over with.” 

“Zoe still not talking to you?” 

The mention of her name feels like a punch to the gut. “Oh, she 
talked to me. It was just not what I expected, and1.. .” I trail off, 
whistling softly, regret washing over me as I think about the past 
couple of hours. 

There are so many things I should’ve said when she gave me the 
news. Instead, I froze. Not only did I freeze, but I even yelled in the 
middle of the restaurant that I knew how to put on a fucking condom. 
What is wrong with me? 

If I were her, I would plan on getting a restraining order or 
something. But fortunately, she’s a different person than me. At least I 
hope she is and that I can . . . Fuck, this job, I swear, it’s been 
consuming me so much that I lost track of time and what matters. 

I began to concoct a plan right after I boarded the plane out of Fiji. 
A perfect plan where I would come back and see if she would give me 
a chance to change the dynamic between us. Sure, I love that we’re 
becoming friends, but I also realized that between the first time I saw 
her and that one night in Fiji, I had fallen in love with her. 

Who knew that was possible? Obviously, not me. I thought I was 


immune to love until this maddening, brilliant, beautiful woman got 
under my skin and decided to steal my heart. And now what am I 
supposed to do? 

My fingers drum restlessly against my desk as I consider my 
options. Obviously, I need to catch up faster than I intended. Sure, my 
plan to sweep her off her feet—once I figured out what was wrong 
with her—has to change. I just have no idea how. But I have to work 
fast before I not only lose my chance to show her that I love her but 
also lose my baby. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

Fuck. 

The reality hits me like a freight train. I’m going to be somebody’s 
father. 

My heart races, a mix of terror and exhilaration coursing through 
my veins. I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself. 

Caleb leans away from the camera, crossing his arms. His brow 
furrows as he studies me. “I’ve never seen you losing your shit like 
this. What happened?” 

I sigh, running a hand through my hair, tugging at the roots in 
frustration. “Let’s just say she had some news, and I made an ass of 
myself. And now, I have no idea how to fix what I fucked up—or to 
show her that I care.” 

He chuckles, shaking his head. His eyes sparkle with amusement. 
“Man, you’re in deep. I thought it was just a crush that would go away 
after you fooled around but nope. You're in love.” 

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I mutter, feeling the weight of 
the situation pressing down on me. My shoulders slump as I lean back 
in my chair, staring at the ceiling. How did I go from being the 
carefree bachelor to a lovesick fool about to become a father? 

“You probably already know she’s pregnant,” he says with such 
casualness I choke on my own saliva. 

I stare at him, my heart pounding, a mix of surprise and terror 
flooding my veins. “How do you know?” 

Cal grins. “I didn’t, but you just confirmed my suspicion.” He 
laughs. He fucking laughs at me. 

“Listen, I have other people who can do this job. Get the fuck out 
of here and fix whatever you broke,” he says, his tone suddenly 
serious. 

“How do you know I broke anything?” I ask, my voice defensive. I 
mean, he’s not wrong, but what the fuck? 

He laughs again, shaking his head. “Because you’re that stupid. I 
doubt you hugged her or told her that you’ll be there for her. Knowing 
you, you tried to see how you’d make this not your fault.” 


“I...” I shut my mouth, heat rising to my cheeks. “It’s instinctive, 
you know.” 

He nods. “Yeah, but haven’t I told you many times to use your 
brain before you use your fucking mouth. It could save you from a lot 
of trouble.” 

“Like you think before you act,” I mumble, rolling my eyes. 

“Not the point. As I said, go figure out what’s going on—take some 
time off,” he proposes, leaning forward in his chair. 

I nod, feeling a glimmer of hope. Then a thought hits me. “She 
hasn’t told anyone, so keep it between us for now?” I’m not sure why 
I’m even asking instead of telling him to keep his mouth shut. 

He nods, his face serious. “Obviously. ’m pretty sure Lily’s gonna 
ask Ethan to kill you. So either you fix this shit soon or change your 
identity and run far and fast before he finds you.” 


Chapter Forty-Two 
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Zoe: | had plenty OPTTENGTL Ng Ae ut it and | don’t want 


to talk with you. 
MaxMc: We agreed to have dinner—at my place. 


Zoe: It’s not even lunchtime, but also, you’re the one who 
agreed. | thought about it and decided not to go. 


MaxMc: Don’t make me look for you, Harper. 
Zoe: Is that a threat? 


MaxMc: No. | would never threaten you. I’m asking you to 
make this a little easier so we can have a conversation. 


Zoe: | already tried that and your response was... shit. 
Zero-out-of-zero recommended. 


MaxMc: | agree. | was a very stupid man. You told me | 
had a choice to be as involved as | wanted, right? 


Zoe: Yeah... 


MaxMc: Well, my involvement starts now, by taking care 
of my baby’s mama. 


Zoe: Don’t call me that. 


MaxMc: Are you going to make me look for you? 


Zoe: I’m heading to Lily’s gallery. It seemed like a good 
day to go out for a walk. 


MaxMc: Send me your location, and I'll pick you up. 
Zoe: I’m not sure if | want to be around you. 


MaxMc: Well, at least we have that in common. | don’t 
want to be with myself either. | really fucked up this time. 
What do you say, can we share the same misery? 


Zoe: You did screw up. 


MaxMc: Maybe the next time I'll do better, what do you 
say, give me a chance? (wink emoji) 


Zoe: There’s not going to be a next time. 


MaxMc: You say that now, but once you see a little Zoe in 
your arms you’re going to want more—|I know | probably 
will. 


MaxMc: One or two babies, right? A dog—living ina 
house. We just got started, babe. 


Zoe: Stop playing with me. 


MaxMc: Hey, | think | see you. I’m going to park and get 
you. 


I spot Zoe walking briskly down the sidewalk, just a couple of blocks 
from Lily’s gallery. I pull into a parking spot, kill the engine, and jump 
out of the car, not wanting to waste another second. I can see the 
tension in her shoulders even from a distance, and I know I need to fix 
this before she tells her sister anything. 

It’s not that I don’t want her sharing the news, but I want us to 
come to some kind of agreement before this becomes a three-ring 
circus. And I know it will be. The moment Mom finds out, I might 
have to drag her out of the country, so Zoe doesn’t have my loving 
and well-meaning mother hovering over her. That’s just the start; 
there’s the rest of the family, and everyone will have an opinion about 
our relationship, our child, and our future. 

This has to be something we—Zoe and I—fix before it becomes a 
family affair and everyone decides they know what’s best for us. 

That is exactly why you should’ve been smart the moment she told you. 


You didn’t even get to see the picture of your baby, idiot. 

I grimace, pushing away the self-recrimination. This isn’t the time 
to think about what I should’ve done when she gave me the news. It’s 
the moment when I. . . What am I supposed to do? Think before I 
speak? 

That’s all I have. I can’t believe I’m doing what Caleb said, but 
here goes nothing. I pick up my pace, my steps quickening as I 
navigate through the crowd. The busy streets of Cambridge are 
bustling with students and tourists, but all I can focus on is Zoe’s 
retreating figure. The sounds of the city blur into the background as I 
weave through the people, my heart pounding in my chest. 

“Zoe, wait up,” I call out, my voice carrying over the noise of 
bustling Harvard Square. 

She stops but doesn’t turn around immediately. When she does, her 
expression is a mix of frustration and something else—something 
softer that gives me a glimmer of hope. 

“Max, I’m not in a good space right now,” she says, crossing her 
arms defensively. 

I close the distance between us, trying to catch my breath. The 
cool air brushes against my face, mixing with the warmth of my rising 
panic. “I know, Zoe. And though I don’t deserve your time, I beg you 
to hear me. I messed up. Big time. And I’m here to make it right. If not 
right, at least better.” 

She sighs, glancing toward the gallery, then back at me. “You’ve 
got one minute. Make it count.” 

I take a deep breath, gathering my thoughts as the bustling crowd 
moves around us. “I was an idiot, Zoe. I panicked and said all the 
wrong things. But I want to be involved. I want to be there for you 
and the baby. I know I didn’t handle it well before, but I’m here now, 
and I’m not going anywhere.” 

Her eyes soften slightly, but she still appears skeptical. “Max, it’s 
not that simple. I told you to think about it, and a couple of hours is 
probably not enough time to make this kind of life-changing decision.” 

“No, but just because the order is all screwy doesn’t mean I didn’t 
already want to make some kind of leap—change our dynamic. This 
just...” I pause, searching for the right words. “Changes a lot.” 

“What are you talking about?” she asks, appearing confused and 
defensive. 

I look around at the busy streets of Cambridge, the historic 
buildings of Harvard looming nearby. My heart races as I realize it’s 
now or never. 

“Tm talking about us, Zoe. I’ve fallen in love with you, and I want 
to be with you. This . . . our baby. She’s just one more reason for us to 
figure this out together.” 


Zoe hesitates, and I can see the conflict in her eyes. “Why should I 
believe you? You’ve said from the beginning that you want to be 
single for the rest of your life—” 

“That was before you stole my heart,” I argue, stepping closer. 
“You just went ahead, pushed through all my defenses, and then made 
me fall madly in love with you. Your wit, your kindness, your 
strength, your beauty—everything about you.” 

“So, suddenly you love me?” she says skeptically. “No one can fall 
in love in less than an hour.” 

“No. I realized it in Fiji. Unfortunately, my job took me away—for 
weeks—and when I got back, guess what I found out?” I do my best 
not to snap at her. 

“What?” she asks, crossing her arms. 

“You were going on a fucking blind date with a douche,” I say, 
anger flaring before I compose myself. “Like seriously, what the fuck? 
I did my best to send you flowers, food . . . everything so you knew I 
was thinking of you. And what were you doing?” 

“She . . . Lily set me up and I didn’t know about it until she 
introduced me to him,” Zoe argues. 

“You told me in a few words to fuck off that day,” I snap, pulling 
out my phone. “Over text.” 

“Because, as I told you, I wasn’t in a good place anymore. We had 
an agreement,” she retorts, her voice rising slightly. 

“We did, but we didn’t play by the rules. We broke several of 
them, if not all,” I say, forcing myself to calm down. This isn’t the 
place for this. “And then .. .” I place a hand on her belly, my touch 
gentle. “Everything changed one more time, and this is an entirely 
different endgame. But just because I need to catch up with the news, 
it doesn’t mean I suddenly stopped loving you—or want to be away 
from you.” 

“You can’t just do this, Maximillian,” she says, her voice wavering 
slightly. 

“What am I doing?” I ask, searching her eyes for any sign of the 
connection we once had. 

“Throwing ‘love’ and . . .” Zoe’s voice cracks, and suddenly tears 
are streaming down her face. She tries to wipe them away, frustration 
evident in her furrowed brow. “God, I hate this. I can’t keep the 
waterworks away,” she mutters between sobs, her shoulders shaking. 

My heart clenches at the sight of her distress. Without thinking, I 
step forward and wrap my arms around her. To my relief, she doesn’t 
push me away. Instead, she leans into me, her tears dampening my 
shirt. 

“Hey, it’s okay,” I murmur, rubbing soothing circles on her back. 
“Come on, let’s get out of here.” I glance around at the curious 


onlookers. “My car’s just around the corner, I’ll take you to my place. 
We can talk there, okay?” 

Zoe nods against my chest, her breath hitching as she tries to calm 
down. I keep an arm around her as we walk, navigating through the 
crowd. The short distance to my car feels like miles, but finally, we 
reach it. 

As I open the passenger door for her, I catch a glimpse of her face. 
Her eyes are red and puffy, her makeup smudged, but she’s still 
beautiful. She slides into the seat without a word, and I hurry around 
to the driver’s side. 

As I start the engine, I can’t help but feel a glimmer of hope. We 
have a long way to go, but at least she’s willing to listen. And right 
now, that’s all I can ask for. 


Chapter Forty-Three 


I’m in the passe 
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is not helping 
strong and indep 

I wipe at my 
great,” I mutter und 
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Max glances over at me, concern etched on his face. “Zoe, it’s 
okay. You don’t have to be strong all the time.” 

I sniffle, shaking my head. “You don’t get it, Max. I do need to be 
strong. I need to figure out my future”—I pause, my hand instinctively 
touching my belly—“the baby’s future, and crying isn’t helping.” 

It'd be so much easier to deal with his rejection. When I’m upset, 
the tears remain where they belong, away. If something cute or nice 
happens, I just lose it, and this man telling me that he loves me... 
Well, I’m not sure where to go from here. 

He can’t love me. My plan was better. He was supposed to sign the 
papers—without freaking out the way he did earlier—and I would just 
figure out how to be the best parent. No messy entanglements. 

Max pulls the car over to the side of the road and turns off the 
engine. “Hey,” he says softly, turning to face me. His eyes are warm, 
filled with an emotion I’m afraid to name. “It’s okay to feel 
overwhelmed. This is a lot to process for both of us.” 

I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself. “This is not me being 
overwhelmed.” I sniff, hating how weak I sound. “It’s me every single 
moment of the day. Puppy commercials and Zoe cries. The mailman 
brought the mail to my door because the box was falling apart . . . cue 
tears. It’s just . . .” I trail off, my voice cracking. “And I’m sure people 
won't take me seriously if I continue doing this.” 

Max reaches out, hesitating for a moment before gently taking my 
hand. The warmth of his touch sends a jolt through me, and I fight the 
urge to pull away. “Zoe,” he says, his voice low and earnest, “no one’s 


again. This whole crying thing 
w, when I’m supposed to be all 
y backfiring. 

burning in my chest. “Great, just 
- “This is not how I wanted this to 


going to think less of you for having emotions. Especially not me.” He 
raises an eyebrow. “Since when do you care about other people?” 

“Since I lost my shit in front of a potential client,” I groan, rubbing 
my temples. 

“Puppy-related incident?” he asks, taking my hand and kissing it 
softly. 

I try to pull it away, but he doesn’t let me. I sigh, defeated. “No, he 
was telling me about his children and how they were expecting 
number three. The way he talked about his wife was so .. .” I sob 
again, hating how easily the tears come. 

“So, the baby is softening you, huh?” he says, his voice gentle. 

“T don’t know what the baby is doing but . . .” I pause, suddenly 
aware of our surroundings. “That’s not why you're here, is it?” I look 
around, confused. “Why did we stop?” 

He dries my cheeks with the back of his hand, his touch tender. 
“Because I want to make sure you’re okay before we drive to my place 
where I want us to talk and even though we won’t solve our future, 
we at least can try to figure out where to start.” 

“Tm fine. Even when it seems like I can’t handle anything,” I insist, 
straightening my shoulders. “And now, with everything happening, I 
feel like I’m losing that control and everyone is going to see me as 
weak. What kind of lawyer am I going to be?” 

Max reaches over, taking my hand in his. His palm is warm against 
mine. “You’re not weak, Zoe, far from it. You’re one of the strongest 
people I know. But even strong people need a moment to let it all 
out.” 

I look down at our joined hands, his touch grounding me. “I hate 
feeling like this. Like I can’t handle my own emotions.” 

He squeezes my hand gently. “You’re handling them, even if it 
doesn’t feel like it. And you don’t have to handle them alone.” 

I let out a shaky sigh, feeling a small sense of relief wash over me. 
“T just . . . I don’t know what to do next. Everything feels so 
uncertain.” 

Max nods, his eyes filled with understanding. “We’ll figure it out 
together. One step at a time. Right now, let’s just focus on getting 
through today.” 

I nod, finally feeling a bit calmer. “Okay. One step at a time.” 

He gives me a reassuring smile, his dimples showing, and starts the 
car again, merging back into traffic. As we drive, I can’t help but 
wonder if maybe, just maybe, we can figure this out together. 


Chapter Forty-Four 


MAX and J are q a intosthe elevator. The silence is thick, 
filled with unsp 
through. As the bse, a couple steps in next to us, 
pushing a strolle P mside. The sight of the beautiful 
baby and the wa Ng beoing on her tugs at something deep 
inside me, and I fee ALTGSr h. 

Max seems to notice.-Without a word, he pulls me closer, his arm 
wrapping protectively around my shoulders. I stiffen slightly, torn 
between the comfort of his touch and the confusion swirling in my 
mind. 

Okay, maybe I need to remind him that there shouldn’t be any 
PDA between us. Especially when I’m too confused about this . . . Can 
we even call it a relationship? That’s too forward, right? Sure, right 
now he says that he loves me, but that’s probably just the hormones 
talking. 

No, wait, ’'m the one with the hormonal imbalance because I have 
a little one growing inside me and they’re making sure that I seem like 
I’ve lost the last strand of sanity to the rest of the world. 

The elevator dings on the third floor, and the couple steps out, the 
baby cooing softly. As the doors close again, I turn to Max. “What was 
that about?” I inquire, my voice soft but curious. 

He looks down at me, his eyes sincere. “You seemed a little sad or 
something when you looked at him. It was just in case you were... .” 

“About to cry?” I respond, not sure if I’m touched by the sentiment 
or pissed that he can tell when I’m about to lose it. I take a deep 
breath, trying to steady my emotions. “Max, we need to talk about 
boundaries.” 

“Why?” He furrows his brow, looking genuinely perplexed. His 
hand drops from my shoulder, and he takes a small step back, 
studying my face as if trying to decode a puzzle. 

The elevator dings again, and the doors slide open to reveal the 
foyer of Max’s penthouse. The sudden expanse of space feels both 


inviting and intimidating. I hesitate for a moment, my feet seemingly 
glued to the elevator floor. 

Max gestures for me to exit first, his expression a mix of confusion 
and concern. “After you,” he says softly, clearly waiting for me to lead 
the way into this conversation about boundaries. 

As I step out, I can’t help but wonder if I’m ready for the discussion 
that’s about to unfold. I don’t even know what it will be about. He’s 
just suddenly in love with me, or us having a baby that neither one 
was expecting but he surely has never wanted. 

Instead of saying anything, I wait for him to start, my arms crossed 
protectively over my chest. 

“T can make you some lemonade with mineral water to settle your 
stomach,” he says, which is not exactly what I was expecting. 

I blink, caught off guard. “Pardon me?” 

“Well, during my drive here I was asking Google to do some 
research for me,” he explains, rubbing the back of his neck. “You’re at 
ten weeks, which means an upset stomach and with your IBS, I’m 
thinking things are a lot harder,” he concludes. “I’ve missed at least 
five weeks, but I want to make sure that you know I'll be taking care 
of you.” 

“You were researching?” My chin quivers slightly, but I straighten 
my shoulders and lift my chin, determined not to let my emotions 
show. “No, I’m fine. Let’s get this over with, but thank you for...” I 
trail off, not sure if I’m grateful for the offer, for him trying to catch 
up, or for what. It’s all a little too confusing. 

Max steps closer, his eyes searching mine. “Zoe, what exactly is 
happening? Usually, you’re easy to read but also very clear on voicing 
what you need. Now...” 

I feel a lump forming in my throat, torn between wanting to just 
run away and the fear of letting him in. “If it were only me, I’d be 
okay, you know? It’d be like, fine, let’s deal with whatever is 
happening. But now, I’m just wondering if I’m going to make a 
mistake that will affect my baby.” 

He nods, his brow furrowing slightly as if processing the weight of 
the situation. “I get it. There’s a little human being that depends on 
you, and any decision we make might affect her future.” 

I raise an eyebrow, a small smile tugging at the corner of my lips. 
“You keep saying ‘she’ and ‘her,’ and we don’t know yet if we’re 
having a boy or a girl.” 

His eyes light up, a boyish grin spreading across his face. “True, 
but wouldn’t it be incredible to have a little baby Zoe in my arms? 
Then, we’ll think about a boy—or two.” His voice rises with 
excitement, hands gesturing animatedly as if he’s already imagining a 
house full of children. 


I feel my chest tighten, a mix of anxiety and warmth flooding 
through me. But I stop him. Someone has to be the voice of reason 
here. “Focus, McCallister. You’re already thinking about more when 
we haven’t even discussed what all this means to us,” I say, my voice 
softer than intended. I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “The last 
time I checked—when I got the news of the pregnancy—you said you 
didn’t want a family.” 

His expression shifts, a flicker of guilt crossing his features. “Listen, 
that day, I was more concerned about you and whatever I said .. .” He 
runs a hand through his hair, eyes locked on mine. “My only worry 
was taking you to my house and putting you in a bubble so whatever 
was happening to you wouldn’t harm you.” The intensity in his gaze 
makes my heart stutter. 

I swallow hard, trying to ignore the warmth spreading through my 
chest. “Well, no need to put me in a bubble,” I manage, my voice 
barely above a whisper. 

“Tll try my best not to do it,” he says, a mischievous glint in his 
eye that tells me he’s not entirely serious. 

“First things first, we have to focus on your health and the baby’s. I 
can add you to my insurance so I can take care of the bills.” He leans 
forward, and suddenly he’s all business. “We should move you to 
another apartment. I think the one on the main floor is a two-bedroom 
and empty—” 

“Whoa,” I interrupt, holding up a hand. My eyes narrow 
suspiciously. “Why would you know if there’s a vacant apartment in 
my current building?” 

He flinches, a guilty look flashing across his face. 

“McCallister?” I tap my foot, arms crossed, waiting for an 
explanation. 

He shifts uncomfortably, avoiding my gaze. “I might own the 
brownstone,” he mumbles, then rushes to explain. “It was a lot easier 
to... I just wanted to take care of you while you were trying to find 
yourself.” 

“Max,” is all I manage to say, my voice cracking slightly. A warmth 
blooms in my chest, threatening to overwhelm me. “Why?” 

He stands abruptly, hands fidgeting at his sides. “Can I get you the 
lemonade while I put my thoughts in order?” he asks, already backing 
toward the kitchen. 

I tilt my head, curiosity overriding my initial confusion. “Thoughts 
in order?” 

He pauses mid-step, a self-deprecating smile on his face. “Caleb 
says I need to use my brain before I open my mouth.” He snorts, 
shaking his head. “Hence earlier, I was more concerned with 
defending myself than processing what you were telling me. And I 


fucked up what should’ve been a very significant moment for the two 
of us.” 

“You did?” I ask softly, hope fluttering in my chest because maybe 
I’m really not alone in this. 

He nods, his shoulders slumping as he leans against the counter. 
His eyes meet mine, filled with regret and something deeper. “The 
woman I’m in love with told me she’s pregnant and instead of .. . I 
don’t know, being happy or at least asking if you’re okay, my 
defensiveness just activated. I spewed a lot of nonsense.” His voice is 
thick with emotion, his usual confident demeanor replaced by 
vulnerability that makes me hold my breath for a second while I 
analyze those words. 

Does he really love me? It could be just something he’s saying 
because now he thinks it’s the right thing to say—and do. Isn’t it? 
Before I start making up my own assumptions and placing a wall 
between us I just say, “It was pretty shitty.” My lips twist into a wry 
smile. 

Max’s eyes crinkle at the corners, a mix of amusement and 
admiration crossing his face. “And as always, I appreciate that you 
don’t take my shit. Maybe that’s one of the things I love the most 
about you.” 

My stomach flutters at his words, but I push the feeling aside, 
crossing my arms over my chest. I can’t let him smooth talk me into 
something that’s not really happening. I have to put a stop to it now 
before I believe his lie. “You keep throwing the L-word around as if 
it’s confetti, and that’s not how life goes,” I say, my voice coming out 
sharper than intended. 

“But you’re . . .” Max’s voice falters, and he holds up his hands in a 
placating gesture. “Give me a second, okay? I really need you to let 
me organize my thoughts. Then I’ll take the floor because the last 
thing I want is to fuck up again.” 

I watch as he moves to the kitchen, his broad shoulders tense 
under his shirt. The clink of glasses and the soft whir of the 
refrigerator fill the silence between us. Max’s movements are 
deliberate as he prepares the lemonade, his brow furrowed in 
concentration and the tip of his tongue shows slightly. 

The muscles in his jaw work as he pours the lemonade, the ice 
cubes clinking against the glass, and when he finally looks up, he says, 
“Okay, I think I’m ready so please don’t interrupt me.” 


Chapter Forty-Five 
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take my time to really look at her. 
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Zoe Harper makes nt love. We’re talking about real love. 
The kind of feeling that transcends every fleeting moment and anchors 
me to something real, something profound and so deep it might be 
seared in the fabric of history and time. 

She makes me yearn for someone to share the highs and lows of 
life with; the mundane and extraordinary, and even the simple act of 
growing old together. She’s fearless in the face of my flaws, unhesitant 
to call me out when I’m wrong, and bold enough to challenge me in 
ways no one else ever has. Her laughter is a melody my heart seeks, 
and her willingness to listen to my dreams and even encourage me to 
reach for them, no matter how ridiculous, is a gift I cherish beyond 
measure. 

I love her with a depth that only my heart and mind can fathom, in 
a way that demands complete surrender. She’s not afraid to call me on 
my bullshit, to tell me I’m wrong or to challenge me. Yet, she laughs 
with me and doesn’t mind listening to whatever I have to say. 

I love her in a way only my mind and my heart can accept it—in 
complete surrender. But will she believe me? Will she ever love me? 

I can only hope that one day she’ll understand the magnitude of 
my love and find it within herself to love me back, even if it’s just a 
smidgeon of how profoundly I love her. 

Hoping that I can make her understand that this one thing—my 
feelings for her—isn’t just some statement out of desperation, I begin 
to plead my case. 

“Remember the first time we met?” I ask, my voice soft with the 
memory. 


AS I HAND the le 
Her skin glows 


Zoe’s lips curve into a smile, her eyes distant as she recalls. “Yeah, 
at the bistro when Lily was trying to convince me that a road trip 
searching for her old flames was safe—and not crazy at all.” She 
laughs, the sound light and melodic. 

I can’t help but chuckle, shaking my head. “It was a little out 
there,” I concede, but at the end she found herself and my best friend 
found his happiness—his forever. 

I take a sip of my own lemonade and continue, “The first thing I 
noticed when I arrived at the bistro was you. Beautiful Zoe Harper.” 
My voice drops lower, more intimate. “There was an_ instant 
attraction, and when you said my company was made up instead of 
looking hazy and in awe you definitely wounded my ego but won my 
attention in ways no one has done before. 

“You were a challenge.” I pause and smile. “You’ve always been 
challenging and maddening and there’s something about you that was 
refreshing in ways that I needed. Then, as we helped Lil and Eth, I got 
to know you. Your dreams, likes, dislikes . . . everything was great up 
until you mentioned ‘the Tool.’” 

“Tom,” she corrects me, her eyebrow arching slightly. 

I wave my hand dismissively, feeling a twinge of old jealousy. 
“Whatever. The point is that for the first time in my life, I was actually 
building the foundation of a relationship with a woman I found not 
only beautiful and smart but also witty and kind. Yet, she was already 
dating and had her life all set.” 

Zoe gives me a skeptical look, her head tilting to one side, but 
thankfully, doesn’t interrupt. I take a deep breath, steeling myself for 
honesty. 

“That’s when I stepped away because I couldn’t deal with whatever 
was going on inside me. There were too many emotions to 
comprehend. Thankfully, we barely crossed paths.” 

“But when we did, you acted so juvenile with me and gave Tom a 
hard time, like a petulant child who didn’t know how to socialize,” 
Zoe points out, her tone a mix of amusement and exasperation. 

I shrug because honestly, I was just trying to cope with my 
emotions—without knowing what was happening. “I never claimed to 
be a mature adult, babe,” I say casually. “Now that I’ve had time to 
process, I know it was jealousy.” My hands clench and unclench at my 
sides. “He was living the life I wanted, with the woman I was falling 
in love with but had to forget because she already had the perfect 
life.” 

Zoe’s expression softens, a touch of sadness in her eyes. Not sure if 
it’s because of what I’m telling her, or if the end of her relationship 
with Tom still causes her some pain. 

“Tt wasn’t perfect,” she says quietly. “It was mostly an illusion. 


Probably because when I met him it was cool to be dating this older 
guy who liked to travel and. . . I didn’t realize he wasn’t planning on 
having more than just a fun life.” 

“We can still travel and have fun,” I offer quickly. 

Zoe’s hand rests unconsciously on her stomach. “There are more 
pressing issues we have to focus on first,” she reminds me gently. “Can 
we talk about the baby?” 

I nod, taking a deep breath. “Right. I need you to understand my 
perspective first, babe,” I say, my voice earnest. “So, the moment I 
learned Tommy Boy was out of the picture, I was about to swoop in 
but realized that you weren’t in the right state of mind. I had no idea 
if you were heartbroken or not, but I wasn’t planning on being your 
rebound.” 

She snorts, a mix of amusement and disbelief crossing her face. 
“Yet, you proposed being my friend to...” 

I smile, my heart racing. “To help you find out what you want in 
life, and hopefully, make you fall in love with me, Zoe,” I confess, my 
voice thick with emotion. “Obviously, I couldn’t keep it platonic for 
long.” 

She laughs loud and when she composes herself, she says, “It 
lasted two seconds—you can never not be inappropriate.” 

“Can you blame me? I’ve been wanting to kiss you since the first 
time we met. Which is why I had to make things happen between us. 
Like pushing my friend to go on an insane trip. Or helping him 
coordinate everything they needed—with you,” I confess because the 
more she knows, the better she’ll understand that my feelings didn’t 
just appear when she said she’s pregnant. 

Zoe’s brows furrow, her eyes narrowing as she processes my words. 
Confusion and disbelief flash across her face. “Are you telling me that 
everything you did was so I would fall in love with you?” she asks, her 
voice filled with both wonder and skepticism. 

I shake my head. “Not in the beginning. At first it was so you 
would notice me. The rest came later.” 

“Having your chef friends cook special meals for me?” Zoe’s voice 
rises slightly, her hands gesturing in the air. 

“Yep,” I reply, unable to keep a small smile from tugging at my 
lips. 

“The studio?” She scrunches her nose, a habit ’ve always found 
endearing. “You didn’t have to do that, you know?” 

I shift in my seat, feeling suddenly exposed. “That was a selfish act. 
You were either with Lily or your mom. I couldn’t get you alone,” I 
admit shamelessly. 

Zoe’s laughter fills the room, her head thrown back, eyes crinkling 
at the corners. She shakes her head. “You don’t like when people 


notice you’ve done something nice for them.” 

“T don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say defensively, 
crossing my arms over my chest. 

Her expression softens, a hint of a smile playing on her lips. “San 
Diego? The restaurant, the groceries . . . the flowers.” She sighs, her 
eyes searching mine. “I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me why 
you were doing it.” 

I run a hand through my hair, frustration evident in my voice. “I 
was going to do it that night at the beach, after the wedding,” I 
explain. “But I had to leave and since then it’s been hard to get away 
from assignments. Ethan is a newlywed. Liam is on his honeymoon, 
and...” 

“And?” she asks expectantly, leaning forward slightly. 

I take a deep breath, my shoulders sagging as I admit, “Like you, I 
have control issues when it comes to work. If the right people aren’t 
there, I take over.” Regret washes over me. I press my lips into a thin 
line. I meet Zoe’s gaze, determination replacing the regret. “That has 
to change, though. You and our baby are my priority now.” 

Zoe’s eyes dart away, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her 
shirt. “I want to believe you, that you’ve done this out of love—or at 
least out of wanting us to be in a relationship and fall for each other,” 
she says, her voice soft and uncertain. “I really do because I’ve 
witnessed everything you’ve done for me.” 

“But?” I prompt, leaning forward, my heart racing. 

“That was before,” she says as if that explains everything. 

“Umm ... care to elaborate?” 

She bites her lower lip. “Before, if it didn’t work, no one would be 
affected. Now it’s different. We have to be careful because we haven’t 
seen our uglies yet. What if you don’t like me? What if the haze 
disappears and you realize that the real me is not someone you want 
to be with at all?” 

I want to hug her, erase the vulnerability etched in her face, but I 
don’t. We have to come to an agreement before I touch her again— 
and especially before I try to kiss the fuck out of her. Can anyone 
blame me? I miss her. 

Focus, McCallister. 

“Hypothetically, if I don’t like your uglies, what would happen?” I 
ask, but then add, “Which, let me tell you I like your flaws too, but 
enlighten me. Why the fear?” 

“If we break up, then our relationship would become difficult and 
raising a child together will be hard,” she concludes. 

There’s so much I can tell her about this unfounded theory, but 
instead, I take a deep breath, trying to calm the storm of emotions 
inside me. “Okay. So what do you propose? We’re having a child 


together, Zo. That in itself makes us a family—even if we never end 
up together. We have a link that binds us for the rest of our lives. I 
won't stop loving you just because you’re expecting my baby. 
Actually, Pll probably love you more because of that.” 

Her lip quivers and I probably said something that melted her 
heart but she’s fighting it. That gives me some hope. She has feelings 
for me—hence, how she ended our friends with benefits arrangement. 
Now I just need to remind her heart that I’m safe—and I love her. 

“Zo, Vl work with you. But keeping me away and friendzoning me 
didn’t work the first time. You might as well try something different to 
deal with this,” I propose. 

Zoe taps her chin thoughtfully, her eyes distant as she considers. 
“We date openly. You get to deal with all my moods and my family, 
and ... we figure out if we really like each other enough to spend the 
rest of our lives together.” 

Confusion furrows my brow. “Like, not love?” I ask, my voice 
betraying my uncertainty. 

A soft smile plays on her lips, her eyes sparkling with an idea. “I 
have the theory that when you like someone, really like the person, 
you keep falling in love again and again forever.” 

Her smile, genuine and warm, sends a surge of hope through me. I 
can’t help but grin back, feeling lighter than I have in weeks. 

“Then we'll date until I convince you that I like you, I love you, 
and I plan to do so for the rest of our lives,” I state and then add, 
“Sorry about my family, but they’re part of the package.” 

Zoe chuckles softly. For the first time in what feels like forever, I 
feel a genuine connection forming between us. 

She meets my gaze, her eyes filled with a mixture of hope and 
trepidation. “Alright, Max. Let’s see where this takes us.” 

“Should we seal this with a kiss?” 

“A kiss?” She gapes at me, appalled, and somehow this makes me 
believe that everything is going to be okay. At least I hope we will. 


Chapter Forty-Six 
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“A KISS?” I ask, 
family lineage. 

He smirks. 
blood boil and y 
me. 

I take a deep b ignore the flutter in my stomach. 
“You understand what g means, right? T’ll bring you to my 
parents for brunch—Cleo will be there. Your Saturday and Sunday are 
booked with the Harpers. Mom might want you to help her with the 
garden since Dad’s busy playing golf and my brother can’t be bothered 
to even call during weekends.” 

“Not before you come to dinner with my family, dear,” he says, his 
eyes gleaming with challenge. “Mom’s going to love you, and she'll 
have fun buying baby clothes with you. We’re going full-blown dating 
mode. You move in with me, so I know what it’s like to deal with Zoe 
leaving the toothpaste open and her clothes lingering everywhere 
because she can’t pick up after herself.” 

My heart races at the mention of his mother, but I’m not backing 
off. He’s the one who will be pleading for mercy and agreeing that it’s 
best we remain friends. 

“Tll cook,” he adds before I can argue. “Something tells me your 
abilities in the kitchen might be a six. Plus, I can’t afford to clean up 
your mess every time you pretend to know how to scramble eggs.” 

“T’m not messy,” I defend, crossing my arms over my chest. 

“Sure, you say that, but then the uglies will appear.” He lifts his 
shoulders, almost resigned to deal with me at this level. “It’s okay. 
That’s when you'll get that I’m here for the long run.” 

I toss up my hands and groan. “You’re exasperating.” 

He chuckles, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Are you done 
looking for a way to scare me, Zo?” 

“Mmm?” I bite my lip, feigning innocence. 

“You think I don’t know what you’re doing?” he asks, leaning in 


raw as if he’d insulted my entire 


mirk-grin-winks that make my 
elt are going to be the death of 


closer. 

“What do you think I’m doing?” I counter, my breath catching as I 
notice he’s drawing near. 

“Trying to scare me, so I’ll agree to whatever you think is best for 
the three of us,” he says softly. 

“It'd be easier,” I murmur, my resolve weakening with each 
passing second. 

He steps closer to me, so close that our feet touch and our breaths 
mingle. The warmth of his body radiates toward me, enveloping me in 
a cocoon of shared tension and anticipation. His hand reaches up to 
cup my face, his thumb brushing gently over my cheek, making my 
skin tingle with electricity. 

Our eyes lock, and the world around us fades away. Slowly, he 
leans in, his lips brushing mine in a tentative, featherlight touch. The 
softness of his lips against mine sends a jolt of electricity through my 
body. My breath hitches, and I close my eyes, surrendering to the 
moment. 

The kiss deepens, his lips pressing more firmly against mine. His 
other hand slides around my waist, pulling me in until there is no 
space left between us. Our breaths mingle, his tongue teases the seam 
of my lips, seeking entrance, and I part them willingly, allowing him 
to explore and taste. 

I can feel the heat of his breath, the warmth of his skin, and the 
intensity of his desire. His kiss is both tender and demanding, a 
perfect blend of passion and control. My hands find their way to his 
shoulders, gripping them for support as my knees threaten to give 
way. 

He tilts his head, deepening the kiss further, his tongue dancing 
with mine in a tantalizing, seductive rhythm. Each movement, each 
touch, steals my breath and leaves me yearning for more. The taste of 
him is intoxicating, a heady mix of mint and something uniquely Max. 

Time seems to stand still as we lose ourselves in the kiss. The 
world outside ceases to exist, leaving only the two of us connected in 
an embrace that I pray never ends. The intensity of the moment 
overwhelms me, and I can feel my heart pounding in my chest, 
echoing the rhythm of our shared breaths. 

Finally, when we pull apart, we are both breathless, our foreheads 
resting against each other. His eyes search mine, and I can see the 
same desire, the same longing reflected in them. 

“Zoe,” he whispers, his voice hoarse with emotion. “This is real. 
We’re real. You can push me as much as you want, but the force you 
use will bring me back just as strong, if not stronger.” 

I nod, unable to find the words to express the whirlwind of feelings 
inside me. Instead, I lean in and kiss him again, needing to feel that 


connection, that undeniable chemistry that binds us together. 

“As much as I want to kiss you for the rest of the day—and more,” 
Max says, caressing my cheek, “we need to discuss us and come to a 
new arrangement. I wasn’t kidding when I said ‘move in with me.’ But 
I'll understand if that’s not something you want to do just yet. We do 
need to focus on our relationship and the baby, though.” 

“T haven’t told anyone, but I was on my way to give the news to 
Lily,” I say. “She should be the first one learning about us and the 
baby. Then, I’ll be ready to tell everyone else.” 

“What about us?” he asks. 

Squeezing my eyes shut and taking a deep breath, I force myself to 
be honest. “I don’t know what to do, Max. A part of me is elated to 
know that I’m not alone in the feeling-something-so-strong-I-don’t- 
want-to-be-apart-from-you department, but it’s scary too. The 
unknown is not my favorite place.” 

He smiles, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he leans his forehead 
against mine. “I’ve learned that about you, just as I’ve taught you how 
it can be when you have someone right beside you. The buddy system 
works perfectly with us. You take a step into the unknown, and I hold 
your hand until you get familiar and learn to enjoy it.” 

“You make it sound so simple,” I murmur, my fingers fidgeting 
with the hem of my shirt. 

“There’s nothing simple about us, Zoe Harper,” he says, his voice 
low and intense. “That’s the beauty of us and the beauty of our future. 
I just need you to take a leap with me. What do you say?” 

My heart pounds in my chest, a mix of fear and excitement 
coursing through me. I take a deep breath, meeting his gaze. “Let’s 
leap,” I agree, my voice steadier than I feel. “Not sure how this is 
going to look, but something tells me it’ll be okay.” 

“Tl invite Lily and Ethan for dinner so you can tell your sister,” he 
proposes. “We can be at the office and you two can be on the 
balcony.” 

The fact that he knows I want to do it alone and is facilitating 
makes me like him even more and I probably do like him enough to 
want to spend the rest of my life with him. Do I love him? In my 
current state I don’t trust my heart so I don’t even dare to go there. 
Not now. 

But maybe, I should stop letting the ‘what-ifs’ nag me. Sure, he 
might get cold feet when the baby is crying, but I do believe he’ll be 
protective and loving toward our baby. I have to have a little more 
faith in the playboy and in us. 


Chapter Forty-Seven 
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“He sounds nothing like that,” I point out, trying to lighten the 
mood. 

She gives me an unamused glare. “Seriously, you’re going to 
discuss my poor imitation skills instead of telling me why my 
husband’s best friend is calling you babe?” 

I take a deep breath, fidgeting with my glass. “It’s a term of 
endearment. Not sure why he referred to me as babe. Though, he’s 
tried ‘baby’ too, but it’s not working well. Especially when in seven 
months our baby will be born and that'll be ‘baby’ so. . .” I shrug as if 
saying, What can you do? It’s all complicated, so just go with it. 

“A baby?” she shrieks, her eyes widening. “You’re telling me 
you're having a child with Maximillian McCallister? Zoe Isabella 
Harper, are you pranking me?” 

I shake my head, remaining calm because she’s freaking out 
enough for the both of us. 

“You know that crying, feeling like I have no energy, and 
everything else?” I ask, hoping she calms down and doesn’t ask her 
husband to take Max down. My baby needs a father and I’m fond of 
Max—and his kisses. 

“Yes, and we’re all concerned. You went to the doctor and haven’t 
told us what happened.” Lily sighs, her expression softening. “We’re 
giving you space, but also researching specialists, just in case...” 

“Tm pregnant,” I say calmly and tell her about the appointment, 
and the tests, and show her the sonogram with the picture of my little 
one. 


“T’'m going to be an aunt.” She starts sobbing and hugs me tightly. 
We both end up a sobbing mess, hugging each other and laughing 
through our tears, the weight of my secret finally lifting off my 
shoulders. 

Relief washes over me. Lily’s okay with it, and that’s pretty much 
all I care about. Mom might freak out and demand I marry—Dad will 
support her because that’s what he does. Then, Cleo is going to make 
a big deal out of it and make it all about her because she can. My 
brother will ignore me and probably send something if there’s a baby 
shower. 

Then... well, then there’s Max’s family. Audrey will be elated just 
like Lily, but ’m afraid of her mother. She’s going to go Grandmazilla 
on me—if that’s even a term. 

“Though, ’m happy for you because I know how much you want a 
family.” Lily clears her throat. “Umm, can you explain the whole Max 
is the dad thing? I mean, you can barely stand each other. How did 
you go from I can’t be close to him to I’m having his baby?” 

I laugh, a mix of nerves and genuine amusement bubbling up. It’s 
easy and yet complicated to explain our relationship. She listens, 
engrossed with the story, sipping her wine. 

“Why didn’t I notice the chemistry between you two?” she asks, 
her eyes widening as if now that I’m telling her she can see the 
chemistry, the sexual tension, and everything that was happening 
while Max and I were teasing each other. 

And that’s when it hits me. This is probably why I’m having a hard 
time believing Max that he’s in love with me, because he’s good at 
hiding his feelings and acting like nothing affects him. He hides 
behind bad jokes, teasing, and pranks all the time. It’s easier for me to 
believe that there’s nothing between us. 

“When are you telling our parents?” Lily asks, pulling me from my 
thoughts. 

I shrug, my stomach knotting at the prospect. “I haven’t thought 
that far ahead. I only wanted you to know. The rest is extra and will 
have to happen soon. But we know how things are going to develop, 
don’t we?” 

She nods, a sympathetic smile on her face. “Cleo is going to make 
this all about herself.” 

“Exactly. I really don’t have the bandwidth for her.” I groan, 
rubbing my temples. 

The glass door slides open, and Ethan appears, his expression a mix 
of amusement and concern. “So, what do you want me to do with him, 
Lil?” 

Lily laughs, her eyes twinkling. “Max told you?” 

“Yeah. My best friend is going to be a father.” Ethan runs a hand 


through his hair. “I just don’t understand why I didn’t see it. Cal and 
Jacob mentioned he had a crush on her a few months ago, but I 
thought they were just ganging up on him.” 

I feel a warmth spreading through my chest. “Let him live,” I say, 
my lips curving into a smile. “I’m kind of fond of the guy, and he’s the 
father of my child. That’s a pretty important role if you think about 
it.” 

“Congratulations on the baby, Zoe,” Ethan says, his expression 
softening. “He’s a good guy, even when sometimes you want to toss 
him from the tallest building.” 

“Says the guy who owes me his life,” Max chimes in, stepping onto 
the balcony with a tray of food. His eyes meet mine, concern etched 
on his face. “Everything okay?” 

I take a deep breath, my heart racing. “Yeah. I think we’re ready to 
tell the rest of the world.” My voice comes out a little hesitant, but I 
remind myself that this is great news, and I also have Max’s support. I 
reach for his hand, squeezing it gently. 

“Then let me video call Jacob and Audrey so we can tell them too. 
We'll figure out our parents later—or maybe I’ll have Aud tell Mom.” 
Max grins, his eyes twinkling mischievously as if he just found a new 
secret weapon. 

Max quickly sets up the call, and soon Jacob and Audrey’s faces 
pop up on the screen. “Oh, a three-way call with the siblings. Is 
everything okay? Mom, Dad?” Jacob asks, his brow furrowing with 
concern. 

“They’re fine, but maybe give a call to Mom this week—or at least 
this month,” Max says, glancing between his siblings. 

“T just texted her earlier today,” Audrey says defensively, her lips 
pursing. “What’s happening, Maxie?” 

He clears his throat, his arm tightening around me. “I... We have 
some news,” Max announces, settling next to me. 

“Hey, Zo,” Audrey greets me with a smile. 

“Hi.” I wave. 

“Hey, Zo,” Jacob growls. “Don’t tell me, this asshole convinced you 
to elope, and you two are married? Good luck telling Mom she missed 
her favorite son’s wedding.” 

“Mom doesn’t have favorites,” Audrey interjects, rolling her eyes. 
“She’s an equal opportunity meddler. So what’s the news, Max? You’re 
finally dating the perfect woman for you? I approve.” 

“Zoe and I are having a baby,” Max says, his voice a mix of pride 
and nervousness. 

“You what?” Audrey’s eyes widen, her mouth opening slightly. 

“Wow, I knew you two were doing it, but a baby . . .” Jacob looks 
taken aback. “Congrats? I mean, I’m happy if you are, and I’m 


welcoming the nephew—” 

“Or niece,” Audrey interrupts, her face lighting up. “This is big. 
Are you two happy?” 

Max and I exchange glances, a warmth spreading through my 
chest. Now that he’s next to me, I feel . . . hopeful and even happier 
about this little one. “We are,” we both say in unison. 

“Shotgun being godmother,” Audrey squeals, bouncing in her seat. 

“IT don’t think so,” Lily argues, leaning into the frame. “I'll fight 
you for it.” 

“Well, they’ll have to have more children and give you one. This 
one is mine,” Audrey claims, her tone playfully possessive. 

Lily looks at me and I shrug, suppressing a laugh. “You two are 
going to have to work hard toward convincing me who’s the best one 
for the godmother title.” 

Jacob chuckles. “Congrats, guys. This is amazing.” 

The conversation turns lively and fun, filled with congratulations 
and playful banter. Max doesn’t leave my side, and I rest my head on 
his chest, feeling at peace for the first time in weeks. This is okay, 
maybe for now this is enough. Tomorrow we'll have to look into what 
we want from each other, life, and the future. Today, I just enjoy the 
moment, surrounded by the warmth of family and the promise of new 
beginnings. 


Chapter Forty-Eight 


—atoximillian 


WE AGREED to te ater,but I had to have a heart-to-heart 
with my parents, s well enough, but she wants to 
meet Zoe—even everal times before. 

I’m pretty su to convince Zo that we have to 
get married righ ed to have dinner with her on 
Saturday. Audrey coming from San Diego. Jacob 
managed to wiggle his of the family dinner. 

We’re still not living together—she’s not that easy to convince, but 
I’m doing the whole dating thing. Like this morning, she allowed me 
to pick her up so we could have brunch with her family. Yes, on a 
Friday because apparently, they can make the time for it. I’m pretty 
sure it has something to do with Cleo working, and she won’t be able 
to invite herself. 

“You’re here early,” Zoe says as she opens the door, her hair still 
damp from the shower. 

“Tm on time.” I wink at her before pulling her into my arms and 
kissing her softly. “I missed you.” 

She yawns, her eyes still heavy with sleep. “You were here until 
three in the morning.” 

“Only because you kicked me out of your bed,” I tease, running my 
hands down her sides. 

She glances at her tiny bed, biting her lip. “We don’t fit there.” 

“Which is why we should be taking this party to my apartment,” I 
argue, raising an eyebrow. 

“Not again,” she groans, rolling her eyes. 

I cup her face gently. “How are you today?” Then I bend down to 
kiss her belly. “Hi, baby. You should have a serious conversation with 
your mother about the living situation.” 

“Don’t include our kid in this discussion,” she protests, but I catch 
the hint of a smile. 

“You haven’t told me how yourre feeling today,” I press, concern 
creeping into my voice. “Last night I stayed late because you had a 


bad stomachache and acid reflux.” 

“The hot water helped,” she mumbles, leaning into me. “I miss 
tea.” 

“The lavender tea I ordered should arrive today—at my 
penthouse,” I say, trying to entice her to come with me afterward. 

I know it’s early, but I’ve started to make a few changes so she can 
feel at home. That, and I also have a few listings for places we might 
want to see. We have to have a house with a backyard close to a park 
so our kids can ride a bike or . . . have fun with the neighborhood 
friends the way Liam, Ethan, Caleb, and I did. 

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “I wanted to discuss work— 
your firm. The last time we spoke about it, you mentioned you only 
have a few clients.” 

“Tt’s a work in progress,” she states defensively, her jaw tightening. 

“Of course, it’s new, and you need to build your clientele. I 
understand,” I say carefully. “However, while that’s happening, maybe 
you want to move to an office within the security building so you can 
save on rent? And we can add you to my insurance, so I can help you 
with the medical bills.” 

She hesitates, her expression softening slightly. “As much as I 
would like to say no, I will accept the insurance part. It'll be cheaper 
for both of us in the long run.” 

I nod, relief washing over me. “How about the office?” 

“T have a six-month lease that I can’t break. We can revisit that 
later before I have to renew.” She chews on the inside of her cheek. 
“Maybe I need to search for another job.” 

I raise an eyebrow, studying her face. “Is that what you want?” 

“No, but probably what I need. Getting pro bono cases is easy. 
Paying clients is so hard though.” She sighs, her shoulders slumping as 
she looks down. 

“What if you only handle pro bono cases, or charge based on how 
much they can pay?” I suggest, reaching out to tilt her chin up. 
“Somehow, I feel that’ll make you happy.” 

She smiles, a glimmer of hope in her eyes. “It'll make me happy 
but won’t pay the bills.” 

“You do have a boyfriend who can do the latter for you,” I remind 
her, my lips curving into a gentle smile. 

She arches an eyebrow, her lips curling into a smirk. “My 
boyfriend has to remember that I’m no Cinderella who needs to be 
rescued.” 

I chuckle, shaking my head. “You’re not. You’re actually a warrior 
who can save the prince—any prince. However, I’m giving you the 
opportunity to save several kingdoms. Wouldn’t that make you 
happier?” 


She glares at me, yet there’s a softness deep in her eyes. And then, 
the waterworks begin. “Oh, I hate when you're trying to be nice to 
me, McCallister.” 

I take her into my arms, her body fitting perfectly against mine. 
“You only hate it because it makes you cry.” 

“Sob like a baby,” she murmurs, her voice thick with emotion. 

“So what do you say?” I ask, rubbing soothing circles on her back. 

“Can I think about it?” She sniffles, looking up at me with watery 
eyes. 

I pull a tissue from my pocket (I learned to carry them with me the 
same day I learned we’re having a baby) and gently wipe her tears. 
Then I lean in, our faces inches apart. I can see the emotion swirling 
in her eyes, the mixture of strength and vulnerability that makes her 
so unique. 

I brush my thumb gently across her cheek, feeling the warmth of 
her skin. Slowly, I close the gap between us. Our lips meet, softly at 
first, a gentle exploration. Her breath hitches, and I deepen the kiss, 
pouring all my love and longing into it. 

Her lips part, welcoming me. The kiss is tender, slow— 
understanding. I want to devour her but remind myself that right now, 
she needs me to go at her pace. It’s been hard to read those small tells, 
learn what she needs from my words, my kisses, and my body, but I’m 
trying my fucking best to really get to know everything about her. 

And as I do, I fall deeper and harder for her. 

Suddenly, her hand moves to the back of my neck, holding me 
close as the kiss intensifies. It’s just us, and this one perfect moment. 

I taste the salt of her tears mingling with the sweetness of her lips, 
and it only makes me kiss her harder, wanting to take away all her 
worries and fears. She responds with equal passion, her hands moving 
to cup my face, holding me as if she never wants to let go. 

When we finally pull back, we’re both breathless. Her eyes are 
bright with unshed tears, but there’s a new light in them—a spark of 
hope. 

And she says the one thing I wasn’t expecting, her voice husky and 
filled with need, “I need you. I need you inside me.” 


Chapter Forty-Nine 


—atoximillian 


eyen though I need her just as much, I 
next step. “We’re doing this at 
ble with me.” 

you, but your body. Last night, 
wanted it,” she says, her voice 
with desire. “Don’t make me beg 


“ARE YOU SURE? 
want to make s 
your pace. I wa 

“T’ve missed 
even when I wa: 
needy and sultry, 
for it—for you.” 

“You don’t have to beg for me, babe. You have me. All of me,” I 
say before I wrap my arms around her, and my mouth finds hers. Our 
kiss is slow and deep as we cling to each other. Her body presses 
against mine, carrying a hint of her jasmine scent. Each touch from 
her hands on my back is electrifying. With trembling fingers, I 
unbutton her blouse, revealing the delicate lace of her bra underneath. 

She fumbles with the buttons on my jeans, and with a lift of my 
hips, I assist in shedding them. As my jeans hit the floor, my cock 
springs free, hard and ready. Zoe’s eyes widen, and she licks her lips, 
her gaze fixed on me with a hunger that makes my pulse race. 

“Like what you see?” I murmur, my voice low and rough with 
desire. “You ready to take it all—with your mouth, with your little, 
tight cunt. I think we should try your ass too, baby.” 

Her breath hitches, and she reaches out, her fingers lightly grazing 
the length of me, sending shivers up my spine. Her eyes lock onto 
mine as she leans forward, her tongue flicking out to taste the bead of 
precum at the tip. The sight and sensation make me groan. 

“You’re perfect,” she whispers, her voice filled with awe and lust. 

“Fuck, Zoe,” I growl, my voice rough with need. “You’re such a 
dirty little tease, aren’t you? Look at you, licking me like that. You 
want more, don’t you?” 

She nods, her eyes dark with desire as she continues to lap at the 
head of my cock, her tongue swirling in a way that makes my head 
spin. “Yes,” she breathes, her voice quivering. “I want all of you.” 

“Finish undressing,” I command, my tone firm and filled with 


anticipation. “I want to see every inch of that gorgeous body.” 

She stands up, her hands trembling slightly as she unhooks her bra, 
letting it fall to the floor. Her beautiful breasts are now fully exposed, 
and she hesitates for a moment before sliding her panties down her 
legs, revealing the last of her perfect, smooth skin. 

“God, youw’re stunning,” I murmur, my eyes raking over her body. 
“T’ve been dying to see you like this. Touch yourself for me, Zoe. Show 
me how much you want it.” 

She bites her lip, her hand moving to cup one breast, her fingers 
teasing her nipple as she looks at me with dark, lust-filled eyes. “You 
like this, Max?” she whispers, her voice seductive. 

“Fuck yes, I do,” I growl, my hand stroking my cock as I watch her. 
“Keep going. Slide those fingers down to that pretty pussy. I want to 
see how wet you are.” 

Her breath hitches as her hand trails down her body, her fingers 
dipping between her legs. She gasps softly, her hips rocking slightly as 
she touches herself. 

“Good girl,” I praise, my voice rough with desire. “Now bury those 
fingers deep inside your little cunt. Get them nice and wet for me.” 

She moans as she obeys, her fingers disappearing into her slick 
folds. She moves them in and out, her breath coming faster as she 
pleasures herself. 

“Now, pull them out and suck them clean,” I order, my eyes locked 
onto hers. “I want to see you taste yourself.” 

Her eyes darken with lust as she withdraws her fingers, bringing 
them to her mouth. She wraps her lips around them, sucking eagerly, 
her tongue swirling around her digits. 

“Fuck, that’s hot,” I murmur, my hand stroking my cock faster. 
“You love tasting yourself, don’t you? Such a dirty girl.” 

She nods, her fingers glistening as she pulls them from her mouth. 
“Yes, Max,” she breathes. “I love it.” 

My eyes devour her, taking in every curve, every line of her body. 
She’s a vision of pure desire, standing before me completely naked. I 
stroke my cock slowly, letting her see how much I want her, before 
licking the tip and groaning softly. 

“Come here,” I say, my voice softer now but no less intense. “Let 
me feel you. Let me see how beautiful you look when you ride me. But 
first, grab a condom from my wallet.” 

She’s about to follow my order but hesitates. She looks at me, her 
eyes filled with desire and longing. “Can we skip it?” she asks. 

I hesitate, unsure of what to do. “Are you sure?” 

She nods. “I mean, I’m already pregnant and they just tested me 
and I’m clear. Are you...” 

I nod. “No STIs since my last physical and you’re the only woman 


I’ve been with for a while,” I confirm. “But are you sure?” 

“Yes. One hundred percent sure. And you?” 

I nod, my heart racing with excitement. This is a moment I will 
never forget; one that hopefully will bind us together forever. 

“Okay,” I mumble, stunned by her boldness. “I can’t wait to feel 
every inch of you, baby,” I growl, my voice thick with desire. 
“Straddle me. Now.” 

Zoe moves toward me, straddling my lap. Her skin is warm and 
soft against mine, and the anticipation between us crackles like 
electricity. As she positions herself over me, her eyes meet mine, filled 
with a mix of determination and need. 

Her eyes lock onto mine, and for a moment, time stands still. Then, 
she lowers herself onto me slowly, her wetness enveloping me inch by 
inch. “Fuck, Zoe, you feel so good,” I groan, my hands gripping her 
hips tightly. “So tight, so perfect.” 

She pauses, looking at me with a mix of desire and anticipation. 
“Talk to me, Max. Tell me what you want.” 

“T want to bury myself in you, feel you squeeze every drop out of 
me,” I growl, my voice raw with need. “I want to watch your pretty 
little cunt take all of me. You’re so fucking sexy, Zoe.” 

Her breath hitches as she takes me deeper, her eyes fluttering shut 
in pleasure. “God, Max,” she moans. “You're so big. Fill me up.” 

Her breath hitches, and she moves slowly at first, adjusting to the 
fullness. I can feel every movement, every twitch of her muscles as she 
settles onto me. Her hands rest on my shoulders for support, her 
fingers digging into my skin. 

I grip her hips, guiding her movements as she begins to ride me. 
The rhythm starts slow, sensual, each rise and fall driving me wild. 
Her eyes never leave mine, filled with a mix of desire and 
vulnerability. 

“That’s it, good girl,” I murmur, my voice thick with lust. “Take it 
all. You love feeling me inside you, don’t you? You love being filled 
by my cock.” 

“Yes, yes,” she gasps, her hands clutching at my shoulders for 
support. 

“Fuck, you’re amazing,” I groan, thrusting up to meet her every 
movement. “You make me so fucking hard. Ride me, Zoe. Show me 
how much you want it.” 

“IT want you so fucking much,” she whispers, her voice breathy and 
urgent as she digs her nails into my shoulders, her eyes locked onto 
mine. 

I groan, my hands roaming her body, feeling the smooth curves of 
her back and the softness of her breasts pressed against my chest. 
“You're all I think about, Zoe. Every minute of every day.” 


“Max,” she breathes, her voice husky with need as she grinds her 
hips faster against mine. The friction and heat between us builds to a 
sweet, torturous pleasure, my every nerve ending alight with her 
touch. “I need more. I need you, Max.” 

Her confession, her need for me, sends a jolt of white-hot desire 
through my veins. 

In this moment, I can’t imagine a world where she isn’t mine, 
where her body doesn’t belong to me as much as mine does to her. 
Our bodies move together, a symphony of gasps and moans, our 
breaths in sync as we hurtle toward that delicious precipice of 
oblivion. 

Her urgency echoes my own, surging through our connected 
bodies like wildfire. I grip her hips tighter, angling my hips up to meet 
her every thrust, driving us both higher. “You’re mine,” I growl, my 
voice low and raw with desire. “All mine.” 

Her pace quickens, her moans growing louder as she bounces on 
my cock. I slide my hand between us, my fingers finding her clit and 
rubbing it in tight circles. “Max, I’m so close,” she whimpers, her 
voice trembling with need. 

I press my lips to her ear, my voice a rough whisper. “Come for 
me, baby. Show me how much you want me. Squeeze me tight.” 

“Feel how wet you are, Zoe,” I murmur, my voice dripping with 
desire. “Your little clit is so swollen. You’re such a dirty girl, aren’t 
you? Love it when I play with your clit while you ride my cock?” 

“Yes, yes,” she cries out, her hips bucking as she grinds against my 
hand. “I’m going to come, Max.” 

“Do it, baby. Come all over me,” I growl, my fingers relentless on 
her sensitive spot. “Let me feel you lose control.” 

With a final, powerful thrust, she cries out, her orgasm crashing 
over her. Her body shudders, her walls clenching around me as she 
milks my cock. The tightness, the heat, the knowledge that I’m the one 
responsible for her ecstasy—it’s all too much. I follow her over the 
edge, our release crashing over us in a tumultuous wave, our cries of 
pleasure mingling. 

As I feel my seed spill into her, marking her as mine, the primal 
satisfaction is overwhelming. “Feel that, Zoe?” I whisper roughly into 
her ear, my voice thick with possessiveness and need. “That’s me 
claiming you, filling you up. You’re mine, baby. All mine.” 

Her eyes meet mine, and in that moment, I know she understands 
the depth of my need for her. The intensity of our connection leaves 
us both breathless, wrapped in the aftermath of our shared passion. 

“Please, say it, baby,” I plead, my voice trembling with 
desperation. “I need to hear it.” 

“Yours, Max. I’m yours.” She rests her head on my shoulder, 


satiated, tired, but I see the happiness in her eyes and I promise 
myself that I’ll always keep her like this. Happy. 

“You were amazing,” I murmur, my voice filled with admiration as 
I kiss her forehead. “You make me so proud. You're perfect, Zoe. I love 
you so fucking much.” 

Her smile is soft, and she snuggles closer, her body still trembling 
slightly from the intensity of our lovemaking. “Thank you, Max,” she 
whispers, her voice filled with contentment. 

I hold her tight, our bodies entwined, and I know that this moment 
is just the beginning of many more to come. We stay wrapped in each 
other’s arms, our breathing slowly returning to normal. The world 
outside fades away, leaving just the two of us, bound together by love 
and desire. 


Chapter Fifty 


ee 700 


“T FEEL USED,” as, We make our way toward the table 
where my paren, ed, and lips pressed into a thin 


I stop abrupt a beat. Turning to face him, I 


f, betraying the seriousness of his 
tone. “You used me fo =so you wouldn’t be here on time,” he 
says, his fingers tightening around mine. 

A vivid memory flashes before my eyes—me on my knees, taking 
him deep into my mouth, my lips stretched around his cock as he 
groans in pleasure. His hands tangled in my hair, guiding me as I 
sucked him eagerly, the taste of him filling my senses. I remember the 
way his eyes darkened with lust, his hips thrusting as he pushed 
deeper, hitting the back of my throat. 

“Fuck, Zoe, you look so good like this,” he had groaned, his voice 
husky with need. “Your mouth was made for my cock. Take me 
deeper, baby. I want to feel your throat around me.” 

The sensation of him filling my mouth, the way his cock throbbed 
as I took him in, was intoxicating. My tongue swirled around the tip, 
tasting his precum, knowing that I owned him in that moment. The 
salty taste mixed with the heat of his desire drove me wild. 

“You’re such a good girl, aren’t you?” he murmured, his grip 
tightening in my hair. “You love sucking my cock, don’t you? Love 
making me feel this good?” 

I moaned around him, the vibrations making him groan louder. My 
hands gripped his thighs, steadying myself as I took him deeper, my 
eyes watering but not wanting to stop. The power of having him like 
that, knowing I could bring him to the edge, was exhilarating. 

“Swallow every drop, baby,” he commanded, his voice a low 
growl. “I want to see you take it all. You’re mine, Zoe. All mine.” 

I could feel his cock pulse as he neared his release, my own arousal 
building at his filthy words. The anticipation of swallowing his cum, 


knowing it would send him over the edge, made me feel powerful and 
desired. I was ready to take everything he had to give, knowing that 
in this moment, I owned him completely. 

“T have receipts—and I showed them to you,” he insists, a hint of a 
smirk playing at the corners of his mouth. 

I snap back to the present, my cheeks flushing slightly. “You did, 
but that doesn’t mean I’m convinced,” I retort, trying to maintain my 
composure. “I’m pretty sure I’m cutting you off after today.” 

“Oh, you won’t, Minx.” Max laughs, the sound rich and warm. He 
leans in close, his breath hot against my ear as he whispers, “You'll do 
it again, and you’ll love every second of it. You’re so fucking good, 
Zoe. The way you take me deep, the way you make me feel. You’re my 
good filthy girl. Tonight, if you beg nicely, I’m finally going to claim 
that sweet ass of yours. I’ve been waiting for this moment, and I know 
you want it too.” 

A shiver runs down my spine at his words, my cheeks flushing with 
a mix of embarrassment and arousal. The knot in my stomach 
tightens, but it’s not just from nerves anymore. The anticipation of 
what’s to come later, the promise of his reward, sends a thrill through 
me. 

We walk toward the table, my heart pounding with each step. As 
we reach my parents, Dad’s posture stiffens, his voice taking on a 
defensive edge. “Aren’t you Ethan’s friend?” 

I take a deep breath, steeling myself. “His name is Max. 
Maximillian McCallister,” I say, squeezing Max’s hand for support. 
“You already know him, Dad.” 

Dad’s gaze flicks between us. “Why is he holding your hand?” He 
glances toward Mom, who’s sitting unnaturally still. “Did you know 
anything about this?” 

Mom’s eyes widen, and she leans forward, her voice dropping to a 
stage whisper. “What does this mean? Are you two dating?” Her gaze 
darts to Max, a mixture of curiosity and concern in her eyes. “Is his 
mother as crazy as Ethan’s?” 

I feel Max tense beside me, but his voice remains steady. “My 
mother is a respectable woman,” he answers, his jaw clenching 
slightly. 

“Yes, but the wedding—” Mom starts, her eyes already taking on 
that familiar, dreamy look. 

“Mom, we’re not getting married,” I interrupt, my voice sharper 
than intended. I take a calming breath before continuing. 

“I gather you’re here because you're delivering some news,” Mom 
says a little short. 

Dad’s face pales, and he reaches for Mom’s hand. “Other than 
you’re dating him?” he asks, concern etched into every line of his face. 


“Are you sick? Is this why you’re with him? There are always 
options—” 

As Dad’s words trail off, I feel a mix of frustration and affection 
wash over me. Leave it to my parents to jump to the worst 
conclusions. I squeeze Max’s hand once more, drawing strength from 
his presence as I prepare to drop our bombshell. 

“Dad, can I speak?” I interrupt, my voice firm but tinged with a 
hint of desperation. My father’s words are veering off in an entirely 
wrong direction, and I can feel the tension building in my chest. 

Dad blinks, caught off guard. “Sure, sit down.” 

I shake my head, my feet planted firmly on the ground. “No, I 
think I’m just going to give you the news, let you work through it, and 
then when you're ready to support me, you can call me.” 

Dad’s eyes widen, his mouth falling open slightly. Mom leans 
forward as she says, “That’s not how things work in the Harper 
family.” 

I take a deep breath, squaring my shoulders. “I agree, but I’m 
starting my own family—McCallister-Harper. Which means we’re 
doing things our way,” I say boldly, my heart racing but my voice 
steady. “Max and I are expecting a baby. We don’t know exactly how 
this is going to look, but we’re happy about it and we hope you'll 
receive our child with the love they deserve.” 

A heavy silence falls over the table. I can see the shock written 
across my parents’ faces, their eyes darting between Max and me. 
Before they can recover, I lean down, quickly kissing Dad’s cheek and 
then Mom’s. Without a second glance, I turn and walk away, my legs 
trembling slightly but my stride purposeful. 

I hear Max’s voice behind me, calm and polite. “We’ll be in touch. 
It was great seeing you, Mr. and Mrs. Harper.” 

Once we’re outside, the cool air hits my flushed face. Max turns to 
me, his eyebrows raised. “That was . . . different. Can you repeat it 
this evening with my parents?” 

I laugh, the sound a mixture of relief and lingering anxiety. A sigh 
escapes my lips. “It was crazy, wasn’t it?” 

“Why did you do it that way?” he asks, his hand finding mine and 
giving it a gentle squeeze. 

I pause, considering my words carefully. “When I saw them, I 
realized that no matter what I said, they were going to have an 
opinion on what I should do.” I run my free hand through my hair, the 
events of the last few minutes replaying in my mind. “You heard 
Mom. She’s already wondering about the wedding. Dad’s going to tell 
me I have to beg my former boss to hire me again.” 

“You don’t need to. I can take care of you and our baby,” he 
reminds me and before I can protest, he adds, “And I’ll support you in 


anything you want to do with your career. Anything.” 

I look up at Max, my eyes meeting his. There’s understanding 
there, and it gives me the courage to continue. “Thank you. Honestly, 
I... I’m tired of listening to everyone’s opinion on what I should do 
with my life.” My voice cracks slightly. “This is our baby, our 
decision. I just want their love and support.” 


AS WE STEP INTO THE MCCALLISTERS’ house, my stomach does a 
somersault. The grand foyer, with its gleaming hardwood floors and 
tasteful artwork, is a far cry from my parents’ cozy bungalow. I’ve met 
Max’s parents before, but never on their home turf. My palms feel 
clammy, and I resist the urge to wipe them on my jeans. 

“So what’s the plan?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. The 
enormity of what we’re about to do hits me like a freight train, and I 
can feel my heart racing. 

Max’s eyes twinkle with mischief as he turns to me. “I’m just here 
to sacrifice you, don’t worry,” he teases, his lips curving into a playful 
smirk. 

I growl, narrowing my eyes at him. “Not funny, McCallister.” 

He chuckles softly, leaning in to plant a gentle kiss on the tip of my 
nose. The tender gesture helps to calm my frayed nerves, if only a 
little. 

“Just kidding,” he says, his voice warm and reassuring. Then, his 
lips brush against my ear as he whispers, “Tonight, I’m going to 
reward you for dealing with them. I’m going to love every inch of you, 
Zoe. I’m going to worship your body, remind you how much you 
mean to me. You’re my good, filthy girl, and I’m going to make you 
beg for more.” 

Heat pools between my legs, my breath catching at his words. The 
promise of what’s to come later, the intimacy and raw desire in his 
voice, sends a thrill through me. I can already feel myself getting wet 
for him, my body responding to his filthy promises. How am I 
supposed to meet his parents like this? 

Max pulls back slightly, his eyes locking onto mine with a heated 
gaze. Seeing my flustered state, he smirks knowingly. Then, raising his 
voice slightly, he calls out, “Mom, Dad, we’re here.” 

I brace myself, expecting a formal greeting or perhaps an awkward 
silence. Instead, I’m caught completely off guard as Max’s mother 
appears from around the corner, her face lit up with a radiant smile. 
Before I can even process what’s happening, she’s enveloped me in a 
warm, welcoming hug. 

“Zoe, darling. It’s so wonderful to see you,” she exclaims, her arms 


wrapped snugly around me. 

For a moment, I stand frozen, my arms hanging awkwardly at my 
sides. This isn’t at all what I expected from her. Slowly, I relax into the 
embrace, bringing my arms up to return the hug. 

“Tt’s great to see you too, Mrs. McCallister,” I manage to say, my 
voice muffled against her shoulder. 

She pulls back, holding me at arm’s length and giving me a once- 
over. Her eyes are warm and kind, crinkling at the corners as she 
smiles. “Please, call me Linda. We’re practically family now.” 

I feel a lump form in my throat at her words. “She knows?” I 
mutter, a little miffed at this. What happened to telling them 
together? 

“Yeah, I had to have a long talk with my adorable mother, didn’t I, 
Mom?” he says, pulling her away from me. “We agreed, no meddling 
or being overbearing.” 

My cheeks heat up at the secondhand embarrassment. “Umm .. . 
What am I supposed to say here? “I. . .” I trail my voice. 

“Tt’s all about boundaries. Someone suggested I set them before 
today because sometimes she can get carried away,” he explains. 

“I do get carried away,” she confirms. “My therapist and I are 
working on that. It’s something I’m trying to do for my children—and 
grandchildren too.” 

“Which we appreciate you doing,” Max says, his voice warm as he 
steps forward to give his mother a hug. His arms wrap around her, 
and I can see the gentle squeeze he gives her, the easy affection 
between them making my heart ache a little. 

Linda’s face lights up, her eyes sparkling with unbridled 
excitement. She clasps her hands together, practically bouncing on her 
toes as she calls out, “Steve, come over to greet Max’s girlfriend—and 
the mother of our first grandbaby.” 

Steve McCallister’s tall frame comes into view, his expression soft 
and welcoming. “Congratulations, Zoe,” he says in a gentle voice that 
instantly puts me at ease. “It’s good to see you.” 

I manage a smile, my nerves slowly unwinding. “Same,” I reply, 
surprised by how genuinely I mean it. 

Linda’s enthusiasm is infectious as she beams at us. “Ready for 
dinner? I prepared all the things you like—and are safe,” she says, her 
eyes twinkling with motherly concern. 

A sigh escapes my lips, but it’s not one of frustration. Instead, I feel 
a sudden pang of longing. This is the kind of talk I need to have with 
my own parents. One where we set boundaries and _ start 
understanding each other. 

As we follow Linda and Steve into the dining room, the aroma of a 
home-cooked meal wafting through the air, I find myself lost in 
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thought. I adore my parents, and deep down, I believe they’ll be great 
grandparents if we work things through. The realization hits me: 
instead of looking for ways to avoid them, maybe it’s time to bridge 
the gap. 

Max’s hand squeezes mine gently, pulling me from my reverie. He 
gives me a questioning look, and I offer him a small smile. Later, Pll 
tell him about my newfound determination to mend things with my 
family. For now, I allow myself to be enveloped in the warmth of the 
McCallisters’ welcome, hoping that one day soon, we can all sit 
around a table like this, united in our love for the little one on the 
way. 


Chapter Fifty-One 
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Zoe: You’re stubborn. 


MaxMc: Not as stubborn as you. What’s the plan for 
today? 


Zoe: | have a couple of meetings—possible clients. 
MaxMc: Pro bono or paying clients? 


Zoe: Paying clients. | do have a pro bono client coming in 
tomorrow. 


MaxMc: You’re already in the office? 
Zoe: Yep. And this time you can’t see me, ha! 


MaxMc: Move to the security building. We have a great 
office for you—it’s next to mine. 


Zoe: Are there any perks associated with this relocation? 
MaxMc: Other than sex any time you need it? Probably 
food, your man, and... there might be more. Come and 


check us out. (wink emoji) 


Zoe: That’s a terrible sales pitch, but | might swing by to 
visit you after my second meeting. 


MaxMc: How are you feeling? 


Zoe: Feeling well, baby is .. . okay. Twelve weeks and 
growing. Six to eight weeks and we can find out if we’re 
having a boy or a girl. 


MaxMc: It’s a girl, and after you come by to visit I’m taking 
you to my penthouse. The one you're avoiding. 


Zoe: |’m not. 


MaxMc: Since | told you | made some changes, you’ve 
been avoiding it like it has ticks. 


Zoe: Does it? 


MaxMc: | won’t even respond. Message me if you want 
me to pick you up. If not, I'll see you here. Drive safely. 


We're in my new SUV—because it’s safe for babies—heading to my 
penthouse. The leather seats are comfortable, and the car smells like 
that new car scent mixed with a hint of Zoe’s jasmine perfume. I 
inhale deeply, savoring the combination. 

“What did you think about the office?” I ask, trying to keep my 
voice casual as I glance at Zoe. I’m hoping to convince her that 
moving her law firm into the security building is a good idea. “You 
wouldn’t have to pay rent and would only lose the deposit if you 
terminate your contract early.” 

Zoe looks out the window, her reflection thoughtful in the glass. 
She turns back to me, raising an eyebrow. “You mean the office with 
the state-of-the-art security system and a gym that looks like it belongs 
in a superhero headquarters?” 

“Exactly,” I say, unable to suppress a grin. “It’s perfect, right? Safe, 
convenient, and you get to see me every day.” 

Zoe smirks, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “So, the real perk 
is seeing you every day?” 

“Well, that and the rent-free working situation. Think about it—no 
rent, secure building, easy access to a lot of amenities, and did I 
mention me?” I flash her my best charming smile, feeling my heart 
race a little as I wait for her response. 

She rolls her eyes, but I can see the corners of her mouth twitching 
upward. “You're really pushing for this, aren’t you?” 

“Absolutely,” I admit, my hands tightening slightly on the steering 
wheel. “I want you and the baby to be safe, and this way, you won’t 


have to worry about anything except maybe getting sick of my face.” 

She laughs, the sound filling the car and making my chest feel 
warm. “Alright, alright. Pll think about it.” 

“Perfect,” I say, turning onto the street that leads to my penthouse. 
“You won't regret it, Zoe. I promise.” 

We pull into the underground parking garage, and I park in my 
designated spot. As we step out of the car, I can’t help but feel a surge 
of hope. This is the start of something new, something better. 

As we walk to the elevator, I steal a glance at her, admiring the 
way the fluorescent lights play off her hair. “Dinner tonight? Ill 
cook.” 

Zoe looks at me skeptically, her lips quirking into a half-smile. 
“Am I here just for dinner or are you going to convince me to move 
here because .. .” 

I shrug, suddenly feeling a bit uncertain. “Something tells me that 
you don’t like me enough to move into my soulless penthouse,” I say 
as the doors of the elevator open into the foyer. I step out, turning to 
face her. “This place is more for me than for us, and I understand that. 
The invitation is so you can see what I did with one of the guest 
rooms—it’s temporary, but I want the baby to have a room here in 
case you need more time to realize how much I love you.” I pause, 
watching her reaction carefully. “But also, I have an entire 
presentation with information about lots, houses, and even babymoon 
destinations for you.” 

She frowns. “Babymoon destinations?” 

When we enter my home office, I gesture toward the stack of 
books on my desk. “I’m not on board with the gender reveal and those 
showers, but the babymoon is to pamper you in a tropical destination, 
so you're relaxed before the baby arrives.” 

Zoe’s eyes widen, a soft smile playing on her lips. “You’re a 
dreamy boyfriend, McCallister.” 

I run a hand through my hair, feeling a mix of pride and 
uncertainty. “Not sure what that means, but is that getting me close to 
having my girlfriend move in with me?” 

Zoe laughs, the sound light and musical. “I like you, McCallister.” 

My heart skips a beat, but I need more clarity. “Like you as in ‘’m 
on board with the whole spending the rest of eternity with you?’ Or 
like you as in ‘you’re too fucking funny and I'll humor you?’” 

“Does it have to be one or the other?” she teases, her eyes 
sparkling with mischief. 

I wink at her, trying to mask my nervousness with charm. 
“Whatever gets me closer to having you forever, Zo.” 

Zoe’s expression softens, a hint of vulnerability in her voice. “You 
say forever so easily.” 


I take her hand, feeling the warmth of her skin against mine. “Zoe, 
I was a Navy SEAL. I saw things . . . Life can end today, right now, for 
anyone. You. Me...” I pause, swallowing hard. “Fear is real, but love 
is too, and I’d rather take my chances figuring out this life with you by 
my side than keep feeding that fear and waiting for . . .” I shrug, 
unable to finish the thought. 

Zoe’s eyes glisten with unshed tears. “I love you, Max McCallister, 
and you’re probably right. I would rather be by your side, working on 
our happily ever after while dealing with life.” 

My breath catches in my throat. “You love me?” I ask, my voice 
barely above a whisper. My heart pounds so hard I’m sure she can 
hear it. I search her face, looking for any sign of doubt, but all I see is 
sincerity and warmth. 

“Yes, I love you,” she repeats, a radiant smile spreading across her 
face. “And I want us to build a life together.” 

Her words hit me like a tidal wave, leaving me breathless. For so 
long, I’ve been the one in control, the one making plans and ensuring 
everything is secure. But this—love, commitment, a future with Zoe— 
this is something I can’t control, and it terrifies me. Yet, it’s also the 
most exhilarating feeling in the world. 

I pull her into my arms, holding her tightly against my chest. “You 
have no idea how much that means to me,” I whisper, my voice thick 
with emotion. 

I lean in and press my lips to hers, pouring all the love and 
gratitude I feel into the kiss. It’s deep and meaningful, a connection 
that transcends words. Her lips part slightly, and I take the 
opportunity to deepen the kiss, savoring the taste of her, the feel of 
her against me. 

As we stand there, wrapped in each other’s arms, I feel a sense of 
home I’ve never experienced before. This is it, I realize. This is where I 
belong. 

My heart pounds in my chest, each beat echoing the overwhelming 
emotions surging through me. I try to convey everything in this one 
kiss—the love, the admiration, the sheer awe of having her in my life. 
Her hands clutch at my shirt, pulling me closer, and I can feel her 
heart racing in sync with mine. 

The world stands still as our kiss deepens, our breaths mingling, 
and our bodies pressed together. It’s as if time has paused, allowing us 
this perfect, heart-stopping moment of connection. When we finally 
pull away, breathless and gazing into each other’s eyes, I know she'll 
understand everything I’ve tried to convey. 

She’s giving me everything. Her heart, herself, our baby, and 
forever. 

What else can I ask for? 


In this moment, I am reminded about that one night when 
everything changed. 

That night was the spark that ignited a fire within us, the 
beginning of a journey that led us to this very moment. Her love is a 
guiding light that has shown me the way to a happier life—a fulfilling 
life with her. 

We are bound by more than just promises; we are bound by the 
memories of that night, by the hopes and dreams that were born from 
it. Her love is a promise, a whisper of forever in the language of our 
souls. And as I look into her eyes, I know that no matter what the 
future holds, we will always have that one night and the countless 
moments that have followed. 


Epilogue 
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“We still need a na 
his. “We can’t just keep calling her ‘the baby’ or ‘little princess. 

Max chuckles, his breath warm against my ear. “We’ll find the 
perfect name. It’ll come to us when the time is right.” 

I tilt my head to the side, looking up at him. “And what if it 
doesn’t come until she’s a teenager? I don’t think ‘hey, you’ is going to 
cut it.” 

He laughs, the sound deep and comforting. “We’ll have a name 
long before then. I promise.” 

I smile, feeling our little girl kick gently. “She’s active tonight.” 

“She must like the view,” Max says, pressing a kiss to my temple. 
“Or maybe she’s just excited because it’s a special day.” 

Special day? I’ll never understand this man and his surprises. I 
mean, I love everything he prepares, but I really can’t understand how 
he finds the time to spoil me the way he does. Like this babymoon. He 
wanted to take me to Fiji, but it’s too far and I’m in my third 
trimester. So instead, he planned a getaway to Bermuda. It’s much 
closer, and still offers the stunning beaches and relaxation we both 
need. 

“Why is it special?” I ask curiously. 

He winks at me. “Are you sure you want to know?” 

“Always,” I say, almost giddy. 

“You’re going to have to close your eyes. No peeking.” I try not to 
protest and do as he says. 

“No peeking,” he reminds me. 

“Ts this the part where you run away and leave me behind saying 
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the joke is on you, come and find me?” 

“Hey, leave the bad jokes to me, beautiful,” he teases. “Now open 
your eyes.” 

When I do, I see him on one knee, diamond in hand, and a big 
smile on his face. “Zoe,” he begins, his voice soft but steady, “there’s 
no way I can name just one thing that I love about you, about us. 
Everything is so deeply intertwined. The love, the desire, the laughter 
—they’re all part of a beautiful tapestry that makes up our 
relationship. 

“It’s the way we communicate without words, the silent 
understanding that transcends anything I’ve ever known. Every 
moment with you is filled with a connection so profound that it’s 
impossible to separate one feeling from another. They all blend 
together, creating something extraordinary and indescribable. 

“Zoe, you are my everything. I want to spend the rest of my life 
unraveling the intricacies of our love, exploring every facet of our 
connection. Would you agree to be my best friend, walk with me in 
this life, and be the mother of my children? Will you marry me?” 

Tears fill my eyes, and I can hardly see the ring he holds out to me. 
This moment, this promise of forever, is a culmination of all the love 
and understanding we’ve shared. “Yes,” I whisper, my voice choked 
with emotion. “Yes, Max, I’ll marry you.” 

As I throw my arms around him, our future together feels more 
real than ever. This is the beginning of a lifetime of intertwined 
moments, bound by the love we’ve built. 
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Hate The One You're With Excerpt 


Caleb 


“So, you're still married to her?” Max teases. 

“Send me her number,” I reply, cutting through his teasing with a 
sharp edge. The last thing I need right now is more jokes. 

“Just FYI, people have been running heavy backgrounds on you,” 
he adds, his tone shifting to something more serious. 

I stop in my tracks, turning to face him fully. “And you let them 
dig up any information?” I ask, my voice laced with annoyance and a 
growing concern of what the fuck is happening. 

“Only a thing here or there,” he says, trying to sound nonchalant. 
“T didn’t want to raise any suspicions.” 

I nod, though my mind is racing. “Send me her number,” I repeat, 
my tone more insistent this time. 

Max gives me a mock salute, but I’m already turning on my heel, 
leaving the room before he can add anything else. My thoughts are 
spinning as I head down the hallway, my steps quickening with each 
passing second. The calm I felt earlier is long gone, replaced by a 
gnawing urgency that I can’t shake. 

As soon as I’m out of earshot, I pull out my phone and dial my 
assistant. The phone rings once, twice, before she picks up. 

“Hello, boss,” she answers, her voice professional as always. 

“What’s in the envelope from Emmersyn?” I ask, skipping any 
pleasantries. My heart pounds in my chest, a mixture of anticipation 
and dread twisting in my gut. I need to know what she wants, why 
she’s reaching out now, after all this time. 

There’s a brief pause on the other end, and I can almost hear her 
flipping through papers. “Umm . . . you told me to”—she clears her 
throat—“destroy it. Anything that woman sends has to go in the 
shredder without giving it a second thought.” 

“Fuck, and you listened to me?” I grind my teeth, forcing myself to 
stay calm. Why would I have said that? 

Oh right because if there’s someone in this world who can drive 
me insane and yet fuck with my head it’s Emmersyn Langley. The less 
I know about her, the better. “Well, I need to know what the fuck was 
in there. Maybe try to figure out if there’s a copy.” 


Another pause, longer this time, and I can feel my patience 
wearing thin. “Give me a second, let me see where I shoved them,” 
she finally says, and I hear the faint sound of paper tearing. The 
seconds stretch into what feels like hours, the suspense tightening 
around me like a vice. 

“Tm not sure if I should fire you for not listening to me or thank 
you for keeping them until I was back,” I mutter, my voice edged with 
frustration. 

She chuckles lightly. “Probably give me a raise,” she quips. 

“So, what does she want?” I ask, my tone growing more growly 
and brooding with each word. 

There’s a brief silence, then, “Is there something you forgot to 
disclose to me?” 

I narrow my eyes, though she can’t see it. “Like?” 

“You’re married,” she adds, dropping the bomb with the kind of 
casualness that only she could pull off. 

“What the fuck did she send?” I snap, feeling a mix of anger and 
disbelief bubbling up. We agreed never to discuss the marriage or us 
with anyone else. 

Why is Emmersyn sending something? 

“You know, proof that you’re not . . . single.” She’s clearly enjoying 
this, and I can practically hear the smirk in her voice when she 
responds, “Looks like Vegas didn’t keep your secrets, huh?” 

I groan, running a hand through my hair. “What does she want?” 

“A divorce, of course,” she replies. 

“Divorce,” I repeat, and at that moment, I receive the text from 
Max with Emmersyn’s phone number. Instead of staying on the line 
with Hanna, I hang up and call Em right away. 

If she suddenly found the love of her life and she wants to get rid 
of me just so she can . . . What the fuck is she doing? I don’t care, but 
she’s not going to fuck with me. I’m not some minion she can order 
around. She wants a divorce, it’s going to be on my terms—not hers. 

“Emmersyn Langley speaking,” she responds with a chirpy voice. 

“What the fuck, Emmersyn? You think you can just decide our 
marital status, and I’ll sign the divorce papers without hesitation?” I 
snap, the frustration bubbling over. 

“So you haven’t signed the papers?” she asks, and there’s a flicker 
of hope in her voice, a mixture of surprise and something else that’s 
harder to pin down. 

“No. I—” 

“Yes. Miracles still happen,” she laughs, the sound almost relieved, 
as if something good has finally happened to her. Now I’m the one 
who’s confused. 

“Explain,” I demand, irritation threading through my words. 


“Gertrude died,” she says, and there’s a slight sadness in her tone, 
though she uses her grandmother’s first name, which she only does 
when she’s pissed at her. “I thought it was time to.. .” 

“Em, finish that thought,” I order, my patience wearing thin. 

“Keep your growly voice in check, Caleb,” she fires back, her tone 
sharp. “I’m not going to tolerate you barking orders at me.” 

“Em, you’re trying my patience,” I say, struggling not to snap at 
her again. 

“Can I see you?” she asks, her voice softer now, almost tentative. 

“No.” 

“We really need to talk,” she insists, urgency creeping into her 
tone. 

“You have a minute to explain yourself,” I reply, unwilling to give 
her more. 

“This has to be done in person,” she says stubbornly. I see she 
hasn’t changed one bit. You’d think that after so many years, she’d be 
willing to compromise. 

“Em, I just came home from a mission. I’m exhausted. Maybe we 
can talk next month or in another ten years.” 

“This can’t wait. The future of many depends on you—on us. I’d 
rather discuss this in person. I can fly to San Diego,” she offers, 
determination clear in her voice. 

“Tm not there. I’m in Boston,” I reply, exasperation creeping into 
my tone. 

“Oh, that’s even better. I can be there in an hour,” she says with a 
stubborn certainty. 

“Emmersyn, no—” I start, but she ends the call before I can tell her 
that I won’t see her and where she can shove those divorce papers. 

Wait—does she want the divorce or not? Now I’m completely 
confused about what she needs from me. Her insistence on seeing me 
in person, coupled with talk about people depending on us, doesn’t 
add up—unless . . . Gertrude Langley pulled something even more 
ridiculous than manipulating her granddaughter into marrying some 
Joe Schmoe off the street. 

And yes, ’m that Joe fucking Schmoe who said yes to her 
proposal. She was pretty, desperate, and offered me something I really 
needed—I couldn’t pass up the opportunity. But I should’ve. Because 
what I didn’t realize was that I was signing up to be hitched to the 
coldest, most emotionless person in the world. 

Getting married to Emmersyn wasn’t just a mistake; it was a life 
lesson in what not to do. The whole thing fucked with my head more 
than I care to admit, leaving me wondering how I got roped into it in 
the first place and how I’m supposed to untangle myself now. 


Dear reader, 


Thank you so much for taking a chance on Max and Zoe’s story. I 
understand that there are a lot of books you could be reading and the 
fact that you chose this one means the world to me. 

I really hope this is not the last book of mine you read and that 
you continue enjoying my stories and laughing at the mishaps my 
characters suffer. 

I love, love, love Max. He’s probably one of my all time favorite 
leading men in the entire world and I don’t say that lightly. He’s just 
so Max and perfect for Zoe. (Would love to have one for me to go, 
don’t tell Mr. Hale). 

Writing this book and the series has been a lot of fun and I really 
hope that you’re enjoying it as much as I do. 

What’s next in the Happily Ever Mishaps? 

Caleb, my serious broody boy will be here mid-fall. I just finished 
writing his story and it was hilarious and at times slightly emotional. 
He’s nothing I expected and everything you want on a guy like him, 
believe me. He has very hidden talents and the book is pretty spicy 
and yet slow burn. 

If you would like more news about book four, make sure to join 
my newsletter. 

Again, thank you for reading Max and Zoe’s story. After reading 
this book, please don’t forget to leave a review on Bookbub, 
Goodreads, and Amazon (the later after release day) 


Until next time, 
Kendall 
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At night, she’s a fiery word 
with a lot of heat. She Je! 
and the magic of happil 


When she's not crafting swoony, steamy stories, Kendall can be found at home with 
her family, including her adorable furry companions. She loves experimenting with 
new recipes, watching movies, and losing herself in her favorite books while music 
plays in the background. 


Be sure to sign up for my newsletter where you'll receive news about upcoming 
releases, sneak previous, and also FREE books from other bestselling authors. 
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Also by Kendall Hale 


Be sure to sign up for my newsletter where you'll receive news about 
upcoming releases, sneak previous, and also FREE books from other 
bestselling authors. 
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